
Am I a Stranger? 

There is a notice in the Theology Faculty at Tukkies, the University of Pretoria: 

Accommodation: Difficult teenagers, sleepless nights, no privacy. Must be 
prepared to share vehicle, laptop and phone as well as all contacts. If 
interested contact… (Michèle Meyer, 2020, Vrye Weekblad, 6 Maart) 

This is an invitation to participate in the Echo community, a movement for young 
people with various difficulties. Community is the response to the alienation which 
gave rise to their criminal or addictive behaviours. The being “other” of homeless, 
criminal, disposed of youth is overwhelmed by the tired patience, exasperation and 
love of being “us”. 

God’s vision does not discern “other”. There is only delight, partnership and that 
most profound of mysteries, the sharing of divine breath and image with mere mud 
and clay. The Wisdom of God, herself proclaims: 

“I was beside (the Lord), like a master worker; 
and I was daily his delight, 
rejoicing before him always, 
rejoicing in his inhabited world 
and delighting in the human race”. (Prov 8:30-31) 

And here we are, in the age of the corona virus, not daring to breathe near another, to 
touch, even to exchange the sign of peace and drink from the precious common life 
of Christ. We are all now a threat, a potentially life-threatening “other”. 

The roots of our labelling our partners in divine breath and purpose as “other" lie 
deeper than the corona virus, which only triggers our instinct to label another as 
dangerous. The mysterious deep of a consciousness limited to our own bodies and not 
as universal and free as God’s consciousness. The mysterious deep of the call to be 
all-embracing while being, at the same time, limited, tribal, social animals concerned 
with only what is close and familiar. The limitations of ego are in conflict with the 
liberation of self. 

Scripture can only speak of this in metaphor. Only metaphor, myth, if you will, can 
challenge us to dig deep, to plough within, so as to let the liberation of grace shatter 
the caprice of me and mine, breaking open the freedom of we and ours. 

The metaphors have their own language and logic, which we often disrespect and 
turn into justifications for our blindness to one another. One such biblical metaphor is 
employed here, that of brother. For, in English, the assonance and alliteration which 
can contrast “other” and “brother” — what a world of difference two letters can make 
— falls well on the ear and tongue. But there will be the objection, from a literal 
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understanding of the word “brother”, that “it is sexist and so others the sisters among 
us”, against this the notion of “brother" in scripture: 

“Your brother — a Hebrew man or woman” (Deut 15:12) 

Brother, in a sexist and patriarchal society, such as that of ancient Israel as well as 
ours, implies dignity and opportunity not given women. By applying brother to both 
women and men, the scriptural viewpoint, there is a radical equality of opportunity 
and dignity given both. So brother, in this sense, is more empowering and inclusive 
than brother and sister. Sexist and patriarchal English, implies sister as the lesser to 
brother. Brother, here used to contrast to other, is thus the Deuteronomist’s sense of 
equal human beings, bonded in a loyalty as deep as blood. 

There are two unutterably sad verses in the first chapters of Scripture. They highlight 
this fundamental othering, which cannot be cured by language alone. The sad 
othering arises within a humanity fallen from communion with God and each other 
into the loneliness of ego. One verse contains the phrase,  “and he named his wife 
Eve” (Gen 3:20), the other, “am I my brother’s keeper?” (Gen 4:9). 

The first reflecting the truth that the glad union of “flesh of my flesh” — implying 
“breath of our breath” — has broken. The very life-breath of God uniting us creatures 
of mud and dust is overlooked in favour of domination of the other.  The man now 
names his wife, as he named the animals, those who cannot be partners. He places her 
among the others named: puppies, spiders and cockroaches. 

The half truth and outright lie of the tempter sets this sad sequence in motion. That 
we would know good and evil and be like God. 

True, we would know or experience good and evil — omitted, that we are unable to 
distinguish which experience is good and which is evil. We label pleasant as good 
and unpleasant as evil, and so are blind to what is truly good and truly evil. 
Discernment was not the power of the fruit of the tree. The ultimate lie; that we 
needed something else to be like God, when already we are in God’s image and 
likeness, breath of God’s breath. 

This lack of discernment takes a fatal turn when Cain’s disappointment turns to 
hatred and labelling Abel, his brother, as enemy, as other. The act of fratricide would 
see itself constantly repeated throughout the history of revelation, culminating in so 
othering the Incarnate Word that we nail him to a cross. The ultimate consequence of 
those two utterly sad verses in Scripture. 

Scripture paints God’s constant challenge of this tendency to other. The cautionary 
narratives are legion and interconnected. Lot and Abraham save the kings of Sodom 
and Gomorrah (Gen 14), yet Lot is still other and his guests are a threat; to be 
unmanned and rendered harmless by breaking their sense of male self (Gen 19). 
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Joseph is brother who is other, sold as slave. He later succumbs to the the temptation 
of othering his brothers in return, repents, and reveals himself as brother (Gen 37-50). 

The descendants of Joseph, saviour of Egypt from famine, become other when a 
pharaoh arises who “knew not Joseph” (Ex 1:8). 

David exploits the otherness of Uriah the Hittite, embracing his wife and ultimately 
being responsible for murder/fratricide (Judaism regards all murder as fratricide) by 
commanding that Uriah be left as “other” and not assisted as “brother” in the heat of 
battle (II Sam 11:1-16). 

The prophets rage against this fatal “othering”, they show us the depth of divine love 
and concern for the human trinity of vulnerability - the stranger, the widow and the 
orphan. Culminating in the third saddest text in Scripture the Incarnate experience, “I 
was a stranger” (Matt 25:35), challenging us to decide whether to brother or other 
God in our midst. 

And God is in our midst, every breath we draw, every word we utter as human beings 
is an expression of the divine gift which unites us as made in God’s image and 
likeness.  

We breathe together, we conspire as one human family of God. Our fallenness leads 
to conspire against each other by limiting our belonging to those we regard as similar 
to us in sex, culture, language, attitude and understanding. We harden ourselves 
against the gift of grace returning us to that original togetherness, Pentecost.  The 
Holy Spirit descended on a vulnerable community, conspiring in them by wind and 
the fire of a new beginning; breaching the walls of self and uniting all humanity in 
the Paraclete, the comforter, who is the conspiracy of grace and salvation. 

It is particularly religious life which stands as a beacon of hope against the tendency 
toward division. A tendency to conspire against rather than to breathe together, with 
God. 

The sheer plurality of institutes of consecrated life witness to the fecundity of grace. 
The variety of ministry similarly so. 

We take this overwhelming abundance and turn it into a prejudiced hierarchy of 
comparison — Dominicans are better than Jesuits, who are better than Oblates — 
new religious movements are conservative and hostile to Vatican II, etc. 

As the number of religious grows smaller, we unite more and more of our structures 
and entities. There is no longer the comfort of having members of similar culture, 
language and social class in community. We fight bitterly against the Spirit moulding 
us into a broader conspiracy of grace. We employ hackneyed terms, “you joined us 
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we didn’t join you” when the passion and insight of a younger, more diverse 
generation challenges our established and often culturally rigid sense of identity. 

This shrinking is a sign of a profound call to embrace the diversity which flows from 
the amalgamation of entities and provinces. We may blame secularism or a number of 
other modern phenomena for this shrinkage. I believe that this is a wrong diagnosis. 
It is the will of God. We are challenged to discern what task this now gives us. 

A primary task is that our communities witness to the unity of humanity and the 
dissolving of those boundaries which establish “otherness”. Religious life is a symbol 
of the Kingdom of God. When we do not fulfil that primary exemplary duty we are 
drawn by God’s will through a necessary, and often painful, conversion. A conversion 
which renews that fundamental charism in each institute of consecrated life as sign of 
the presence of the Kingdom of God, unifying and transforming humanity into a 
conspiracy of grace. 

Much the same can be said for the diversity of denominations and spiritualities of our 
time. In the words of Pope Francis and the Grand Imam of Al Azhar, “The pluralism 
and the diversity of religions, colour, sex, race and language are willed by God in His 
wisdom, through which He created human beings” (Document on Human Fraternity 
for world peace and living together, Pope Francis, Grand Imam  Ahmed Al-Tayeb, 4 
February 2019). 

Simple categories of pagan and believer are no longer of value. At the same time 
religious sensibility is also open to being manipulated to simply will numerical or 
material prosperity. Derailing us from embracing the difficulty of transcendence 
which draws us from selfishness to wholeness.  

The fundamental experience of our time is of alienation. Many researches conclude 
that ours is both the most connected and the loneliest age of the human journey. The 
researchers, Pittman and Reich, show in a recent article (Social media and loneliness: 
Why an Instagram picture may be worth more than a thousand Twitter words, 
Computers in Human Behaviour, Vol 62, September 2016, pp 155-167) that 
specifically text based social media does nothing to improve human well-being. 

“Real-life conversations occur in real time, so immediacy is important for 
social presence. Thanks to near instantaneous speed of digital technology, 
text-based social media grant users immediacy but they lack the other 
component — intimacy — that is needed to more accurately replicate face-
to-face conversations.”  (ibid: p164)  

The alienation arising from a growing lack of intimacy is seen in the rise of 
popularism and xenophobia. Those on the margins of human experience sense an 
ever greater resistance to their very existence, this also touches our communities. 
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Material success, the doctrine and reward of capitalism, becomes the measure of our 
worth and of our faith. A striving for material success, which marks prosperity cults, 
not only tempts the evangelical world, it is also present in forms of consecrated life 
which acquire wealth and influence to the detriment of service and apostolate. The 
amassing of wealth always implies the impoverishing of another. 

The notion of  “other” is nowhere more prevalent than in the expression of human 
sexual and gender identity. Nature does not draw a line, is phrase used by the 
researcher Alice Dreger (Is Anatomy Destiny, TEDxNorthwesternU, 2010). At the 
same time the vast majority of us experience no distress in the relationship of our 
gendered bodies and our sense of self. We experience there is a line drawn dividing 
us into the apparent polarity of men, desiring sex with women and and women, 
desiring sex with men. Apparently also supported by nature which has granted to 
complementary plumbing to enable the fulfilment of these desires.  

There are those who do not have that experience of self and of their bodies, this does 
not render them as “other" is renders them vulnerable, therefore members of the holy 
trinity of human vulnerability. It is the place and role of the those professed to living 
the Kingdom of God on earth to welcome, recognise as brother, and nurture. 

 Bodies are diverse, not only diverse beyond male and female, diverse in colour and 
ability. However, we constantly fall into the trap of regarding the diversity as 
exclusionary. In the early seventeenth century Martin de Porres was excluded from 
full membership in the Order of Preachers because he was of mixed cultural descent 
and Deuteronomy 23:3 clearly states that:  “A bastard (mamzer) shall not be admitted 
to the assembly of the Lord. Even to the tenth generation, none of their descendants 
shall be admitted to the assembly of the Lord.” At the same time his holiness was 
evidence of the ridiculous application of the text. Martin himself refused to make 
profession because of this law, even when the convent was in consensus to disregard 
it. His noble resistance, highlighting the injustice of the situation, is still a great 
example of peaceful resistance. 

Among us are members of missionary congregations founded in the 19th century who 
excluded convert Africans from membership because black bodies were intrinsically 
savage an unable to maintain the “civilised”  standards of ministry. Alexander Le Roy 
the Superior general of the Spiritans and a missionary to Africa in a 1901 lecture, 
“described Africans as the most degraded of any people in the world and referred to 
African society as being one where exploitation of the most feeble was the 
rule” (Kieran, J.A. 1969 p.351). He was not the worst.  

This attitude of white privilege is constantly present in white persons’ relationships 
with African persons. Especially pernicious when whites embraced black liberation 
as ideological ideal, yet still with the personal conviction of black persons as “other”, 
arising from this mindset. It takes painful awareness and a great deal of digging to 
find this attitude and grace to uproot it. 
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We see ourselves as “other” to nature and claim that we are given a divine mandate to 
multiply and fill the earth and subdue all creatures (Gen 1:28 & 9:1-3). Yes, and we 
have — in fact already had fulfilled this blessing and command in Egypt before the 
Exodus (Ex 1:7). After the Exodus the laws of kashrut are proclaimed as part of the 
covenant. Laws limiting which animals are subdued for our appetites and use; also 
that the nation has to remain within in the limits of the ancestral lands granted by 
divine decree, through the return of all lands and alienated possessions on the 
Sabbath and Jubilee years. Fecundity and exploitation and replaced by commands of 
temperance and responsibility. 

If we persist in seeing ourselves as “other" to nature, nature becomes like the Pharaoh 
who knew not Joseph. We make ourselves other and so suffer the self-correction that 
wisely exists within the natural order, and divine providence, to keep us part of and 
not apart from nature. Corona will be followed by something even more pervasively 
deadly, until we cooperate with nature, revelation and grace, caring for our sister, 
tilling her as the even older Divine purpose gives us to do (Gen 2:15). 

As religious we are called to be the guides on the journey from “other” to “brother”. 
We have more than a thousand years’ experience in getting this right; Being the city 
on a hilltop, the symbol of the human wholeness which community and communion 
with creation brings by the grace of God. 

The alienation of our age, whether based in differing bodies, differing experiences of 
the sexual self, different faiths, separation from nature — can only be challenged by 
the courage and example of community, rooted in the self-giving of God to all God’s 
creatures.  

As the young social work student wrote who accepted the Echo Community offer for 
accommodation: 

For me living in community, means praying that God will break your heart 
for what breaks His.  

And it was from that broken heart that grace and healing flowed forth to redeem us 
and gather us into communion. That broken heart brothers us to brother each other. 

Rather that brokenness, than having to face the saddest question that the Divine judge 
can ask from a heart broken for our sake, “why was I a stranger?”

Page 6


