No Child Left Behind
Mark 10:13-16

John 13:35-37

I’m going to ask you all to try and imagine something this morning.  I want you to imagine that you are holding a baby for whom you have a great deal of responsibility – maybe as a parent...maybe as a grandparent…maybe as a loving brother, sister, baby-sitter, nanny, aunt, uncle, guardian, family friend.  But picture that extremely close and loving relationship.  The thing is, you and this child are in the middle a small region of Mexico called Oaxaca, where the native language is an indigenous one called Chatino.  You do not speak Chatino.  Since you’re committed to taking excellent care of this child that you love, however, you have made sure to get a crib (one that adheres to all the most recent safety standards and guidelines for child safety!) and to have a pack and play for the baby to play safely in.  Now imagine that the Oaxacan authorities show up at your door and, in a language you don’t speak, explain that because you are unable to communicate in Chatino, you pose a threat to the well-being of this child and are unfit to raise her.  Moreover, they point to the very safe crib and the brand new pack and play, and they cite those as further evidence that you are not providing a loving and appropriate environment for the baby.  What you did not understand is that in Oaxaca, the cultural norm is not to put babies down in cribs or play areas, but to carry them with the care-giver, always, in a rebozo, a type of sling.  Your understanding of the best way to care for this baby does not conform to the culture where you have found yourself, and, as a result, the authorities are here to take the child from you, place her in protective services, and to suggest that you, in fact, leave their country.  The baby, however, they will place with a foster family in Oaxaca for more appropriate care.


What are you feeling?  What are you thinking?  That this sounds outrageous?  That it feels painful to imagine what amounts to cultural difference resulting in the loss of a child?  Does it feel unfair?  Unjust?  Does it make sense to you?  Does it sound like something maybe I just made up?


What if I told you that this exact scenario did play out…but it happened here, in the United States, to a Oaxacan woman named Cirila Baltazar Cruz, who came to Mississippi in hope of finding a better life than the one she left behind in Oaxaca, a region so poverty-stricken it makes the Appalachian region of the United States look supremely affluent?
  


In November 2008, the 34-year-old gave birth to a healthy baby girl, named Rubí, in a Mississippi hospital.  The hospital then called the state Department of Human Services, which intervened in the situation and declared Cirila an unfit mother for her new baby because her lack of English skills had “placed her unborn child in danger” and would “place the baby in danger in the future.”
  They also observed that she had failed to procure a proper crib for the baby, nor had any formula on hand at her home.  What they did not know was that the cultural norm of the Oaxaca region is to breastfeed a baby for at least a year, and to use the rebozo, the sling, to cradle the child, rather than a crib or a bassinet.
  The authorities intervened with Cirila, and her baby was placed, by the state, with another family.  


Does it feel any different when it is the United States separating families, making decisions on parenting skills based more on language and cultural barriers than any real evaluation of parenting abilities?  Or can we imagine that it might feel just as painful, just as unjust, just as devastating to be Cirila as it would to us, were we the caregiver separated from a beloved child in the imagined scenario I started us off with?


In Nebraska, the state acted to separate Guatemalan native Maria Luis from her two children, one-year-old Angelica and seven-year-old Daniel when Maria was detained and then deported back to Guatemala.  The reason for this separation was that the children would not have as many opportunities available to them in Guatemala as they would if they stayed in the United States, and so when their mother was sent back to her native country, the children became wards of the state, and were bounced through at least three different foster homes during their time under the state’s protection and care.
  Ultimately, the Nebraska Supreme Court overturned the state’s decisions regarding these two children, and ruled that the state had acted improperly in denying Maria of her parental rights when it came to her children.  Angelica and Daniel, separated from their mother for four long years, finally were allowed to go home to her in Guatemala in 2009.


I need to stop now and say something to all of you.  I need to say that I am ever so aware that the topic of immigration and immigration reform in this country is an extremely heated one, with many complicated and complicating layers and factors.  And I am aware that it is an over-arching topic on which we may find ourselves divided and conflicted…I will readily admit that I don’t have all the answers when it comes to what steps America’s immigration reform should take, what the final shape of the debate should be.  I think that any one of us who has eaten a California navel orange in the past year, or who has used a recently cleaned public restroom, or who has stayed in a hotel room and had the beds made up needs to do further thinking on the implications and justice questions of the wider debate.  Undocumented immigrants are all around, woven into the tapestry of our economy and of our society and the way it works; they are our neighbors, our friends, the people in line with us at the grocery store, or waiting with us for the bus or subway.  And I also believe that there are some deep and deeply worrisome questions of faith wrapped up in the larger topic of immigration – questions about the treatment of children and families, questions about the increase of racism and racial stereotyping, that our faith pushes us on…pushes us to look more deeply at.  And those are the questions that I hope we can explore more deeply together this morning.


Increasingly, all over America, children are being separated from their parents and left-behind as immigration laws become more stringent and as calls come for greater and stricter enforcement of those laws.  The signing of Arizona’s new immigration law is just one example of the increasing fervor with which these issues are being debated and legislated.  But in Arizona, the law that was just passed is a law that makes racism acceptable, even legal.  When it becomes legal to stop anyone in the state of Arizona who “looks like an illegal immigrant,” how many more families and children – families and children both citizens and non-citizens -- will begin to be affected?   In our country right now, 5.5 million children, the vast majority of them native-born, and thus U.S. citizens, are living with at least one undocumented parent.
  As cries for stricter and tougher deportation practices increase, what will happen to these children who will be impacted, to these children who will be left behind?  What will happen to the families that will be broken apart?  And what lessons are we teaching to their peers, to the children whose parents were lucky enough to be have been born here, or who have navigated and negotiated the difficult and often perilous world of INS to attain citizenship?  What lessons are children learning in a world where it is legal to look for those who “look like illegal immigrants” (when even the governor of Arizona had to concede that she had no real idea what an illegal immigrant “looks like”), to search for difference based on race and culture, to make decisions about who is acceptable and who is not based on race?  What lessons are we teaching any child with a law that advocates racist practices and racial stereotyping as a way to make America safer and stronger?


And what would Jesus have to say about all of this, I wonder?  What would the man who chided his disciples for trying to keep the little children from him, who welcomed even the littlest ones in the crowd with open arms, with respect, with patience, with love, have to say about these decisions that result in families being broken, in children’s voices going unheard, in children being left behind?  What would the man who taught that the most important thing we must do to be his followers is love one another as Jesus loved us have to say, really, about what is happening right now?  Can we really imagine that Jesus would be in that Mississippi hospital, taking Rubí from her mother’s arms?  Or that Jesus would be in Nebraska, advocating that Angelica and Daniel should be turned over to the state because only the state of Nebraska, and not their foreign-born mother, could guarantee them a happy, healthy life full of opportunity?  
I don’t think we can even begin to imagine those things of Jesus, of the one who came out of God’s unending love for all of creation.  I mean, saying those things feels pretty much ridiculous, at best, and blasphemous at worst.  But if we can’t imagine those things of Jesus…what in the world are we doing?


This past week, I was helping one of our senior high youth with some English homework.  Being the poetry-loving, slightly dorky, English major that I am, I was extremely excited when she asked me to take a look at John Keats’ poem “Ode to a Grecian Urn” with her.  As she worked through an analysis of the poem, she and I talked about how Keats is looking at a picture – a beautiful picture – painted on this urn and wondering about it.  At first he is moved by its great beauty, by the tremendous latent possibilities that exist in an image where the young man and woman will stay forever young and forever in love, where the trees will stay forever in bloom, where the world will stay locked in a state of perpetual beauty and with everything appearing possible.  But by the end of the poem, he has realized that when a story, an image, a world is locked in time, its beauty actually fades and becomes cold.  The stories behind the story depicted on the urn will never be told.  The stories of the people in the scene will never progress, never change, never come to fruition of life fully lived.  Stories that move and change and grow, stories of real life, he decides, are more beautiful than the lovely scene frozen in time on the urn.


It struck me how much the stories in the Bible, especially those told by and about Jesus, are like that poem.  When the stories are simply told, they remain beautiful, poignant and wise stories, locked in time, unchanging.  The story of Jesus welcoming and blessing the little children, for example, is a lovely, beautiful story, all on its own.  But, when only read or told from a distance, the characters and the lessons remain frozen in time, a bit distant from our real lives in 2010.  


But what about when the stories of Jesus are not only told, but made real – searched, lived out, wrestled with, applied in our lives, no matter how difficult it may feel, right now?  Then, it seems to me, they become all the more beautiful, because they come alive, the way that Keats realizes his life is more alive than life depicted on the urn.  What happens when we take the Bible and Jesus’ stories and teaching seriously? When we seriously commit to applying them to our lives now?  When Jesus welcomed the children that his disciples were attempting to hold back from seeming him, he could not have been imagining that one day in a country not even dreamt of in his lifetime, there would be debate about immigration law or that children might become the unintended collateral damage of that debate.  But it hardly matters that he was not imagining this moment in May 2010 in the United States of America.  Because we are living this moment, and as followers of Jesus Christ, committed to taking his teaching seriously, we bring the stories alive again by living them, by living out the moral messages and teachings of Jesus in a way that takes his love seriously and that speaks his love and gospel in our time.


Jim Wallis, who is a well-known voice in the progressive evangelical Christian movement, said in late April, that taking a course that follows the example being set by Arizona – calling on racial stereotyping and discrimination to become a legal part of daily life -- will be one of the most un-Christian things we could do.  The Arizona law allows for people even found with undocumented people to be arrested.  This means that children of these mixed-status families (at least one undocumented parent) could be detained even for being with their families.  Those in Arizona who drive a new immigrant family to church, something, said Wallis, that once might have been seen as a ministry, would be subject now to arrest for “harboring and transporting” undocumented people.
  At a rally in Phoenix, Wallis said that “to obey Jesus and his gospel will mean to disobey Arizona law, SB 1070.”
  Wallis reminded the crowd gathered there that Jesus instructed his followers to “welcome the stranger,” and that whatever we do to “the least of these, who are members of my family,” we do to Jesus.  

So would Jesus be standing in that Mississippi hospital, lifting a baby from her mother’s arms?  Would Jesus be standing before the Nebraska Supreme Court, advocating for the continued separation of two young children from their Guatemalan mother?  Would Jesus be stopping people on the streets of Arizona, demanding to see their paperwork because they “look like” they probably don’t belong here?  Or would Jesus be the mother weeping as her baby was taken?  Would Jesus be the two young children, wondering why they were suddenly living with strangers instead of the mother they knew?  Would Jesus be the man or the woman with brown skin, undocumented or not, being stopped in Arizona for looking illegal?  Jesus encouraged the children to come to him, rather than be left behind, left out.  Jesus taught that love for God and for others was, above all else, the greatest commandment, the way to live out the gospel.  Jesus insisted on welcoming the stranger.  Jesus saw the whole world as his family.  So should we.  So must we.  Otherwise, isn’t it really Jesus that we’re leaving behind?

Amen.
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