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[Picture shown of bus on fire outside East Belfast Mission - https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2026/19-june/books-arts/radio/radio-review-sunday-sequence-and-sunday ]

The bus on fire, is in East Belfast – not at the height of the ‘troubles’, but during this month of June. If you look closely on the left of the building, you see the Methodist orb – the cross – this is East Belfast Mission. Its Superintendent, Rev Brian Anderson, who I was talking to only a few months ago, spoke of the terrifying loss of control during the riots; of how this church was used as a sanctuary for those people fleeing their own homes due to the intimidation. 
Anderson intervened with one of the rioters – trying to dissuade the young man about his views on immigrants – that they attack local people and take their jobs; but also, Anderson says, trying to hear the young man’s despair about his own situation – his voice not being heard.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2026/19-june/books-arts/radio/radio-review-sunday-sequence-and-sunday] 

The rioting began because of a violent attack on a man; the perpetrator was a Sudanese refugee; his actions were criminal – not characteristic of refugees in general. However, the rioting targeted immigrants. Rory Carroll, writing in the Guardian, suggests that the seeds of the violence against immigrants which followed have been fuelled a long way from Belfast. He writes:  
The grievances, the social media platforms, the politicians’ doublespeak and the international cheerleaders all provided a fuse. [The incident in East Belfast became] the spark.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2026/jun/11/how-the-belfast-stabbing-was-the-spark-to-a-fuse-loaded-with-grievance-and-provocation] 

Against this volatile backdrop, today marks Refugee Sunday. 
According to the Joint Public Issues Team, of which the Methodist Church is a part, over 79.5 million people across the world have been forced to flee their homes: Ukraine, South Sudan, Syria, peoples of the Middle East – the list could go on.[footnoteRef:3] I hardly need to remind you of the horrors many have faced; the loved ones they have lost. Leave aside the politics for a moment, its rights and wrongs, these people are human beings who simply wanted to take their children to school and cook a meal in the evening – human rights you and I take for granted.  [3:  https://jpit.uk/refugees] 

Refugees are quite simply, children of God; traumatised; displaced. This point is made in a report by the Joint Public Issues Team, entitled Made for Goodness: A faithful response to the refugee crisis. It constructs a Christian response which asserts there are ‘no outsiders’ in our communities. Our calling as Christians is ‘to stand in solidarity’ with refugees and displaced persons. [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Made for Goodness, p2] 

 Refugees face challenges, including a lack of legal support and finances, prolonged detention, as well as the vulnerability of unaccompanied minors. Trying to navigate all these, leads, Rowan Williams says, to ‘intensifying the humiliation’.[footnoteRef:5] Yet, says the report, despite this, ‘Refugees have historically and currently made a positive contribution to [the UK economy]’.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Ibid p12]  [6:  Ibid p3] 

All points I suspect the Rev Brian Anderson was trying to make to the young man who was rioting in East Belfast. 
Bishop Desmond Tutu wrote: 
“We are made for goodness. We are made for love. We are made for friendliness. We are made for togetherness. We are made for all of the beautiful things that you and I know. We are made to tell the world that there are no outsiders. All are welcome: black, white, … rich, poor, educated, not educated, male, female, gay, straight, all, all, all. We all belong to this family, this human family, God's family.” [footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Ibid p1] 

Desmond Tutu
Our two scripture readings do not make for easy reading. 
Jeremiah the prophet, suggests that in his community, he has become a laughingstock; everyone mocks him. Rather like the Superintendent in Belfast, Jeremiah feels compelled to cry out: ‘I must shout, "Violence and destruction!”’ It is, says Jeremiah, what God requires of him. He has no choice but to speak out.   
If I say, "I will not mention him or speak any more in his name," then within me there is something like a burning fire shut up in my bones. 
Jeremiah 20:9
Jeremiah, ridiculed for denouncing the violence around him, remembers that God is with him, ‘like a terrifying warrior’. Jeremiah knows that God tests ‘the righteous’, but even in the turmoil of his world, is able to ‘Sing to the Lord’. (Jeremiah 20:11-12)
I wonder whether the people who looked after the immigrants in that Belfast church, felt fear, or ridicule, a few weeks ago. I wonder whether in their local turmoil with its roots in conflicts far away, they felt God was with them, and could sing to the Lord?
Matthew’s gospel presents Jesus telling his disciples about the difficult nature of following him. 
‘A disciple is not above the teacher nor a slave above the master’, (Matthew 10:24) indicates that the ridicule or suffering meted out to the follower will be the same as that meted out to the leader. If, says Jesus, people have called him, who is the master, Beelzebul – or the Devil –they will malign his household too – his disciples. 
In the first mention of the cross in Matthew, Jesus recites the now famous saying: ‘whoever does not take up the cross and follow me is not worthy of me’. (Matthew 10:38) 
We who wear crosses round our necks forget that to the first century listener, the cross was a terrifying means of Roman torture to those who didn’t tow the line or caused trouble. There is a reason ordinary folk do not rise up in the most repressive regimes of today’s world – they fear the consequences. Jesus is warning his disciples in this passage, of the cost to following him. Jesus ends with another, now, famous saying: ‘Those who find their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it.’ (Matthew 10:39)
But, says Jesus, ‘have no fear’ of those who ridicule or arrest. They might kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Even the cheapest bird, a sparrow, is known to God – will you not be known and loved also. ‘Have no fear’ then, Jesus says to them, three times. 
A disturbing part of this passage is Jeus saying: 
Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace but a sword. 
Matthew 10:34
We think of Jesus as the Prince of Peace; Jewish tradition believed the Messiah would come in peace; to bring a sword seems counter intuitive.
The minister in East Belfast spent time trying to get a youth to renounce the ‘sword’. But I think Jesus means, peace is not won easily. There is a cost. I will disturb the status quo. In fact, if you follow me, you may become set against your father or mother. You have to make a choice. Jesus would of course have subscribed to the Jewish commandment, to honour your father and mother. But he is suggesting that if they – or indeed someone else close to you – objected to you looking after immigrants burnt out of their homes in a church hall, you will need to decide which commandment to choose. Whether to lose your life, for his sake, and so find life. 
To bring peace, then, to show mercy, or like Jeremiah, to speak out, is amongst some people, not going to go down to well. Those people might be powerful forces; they might be the one you love the most. And yet, to do what Jesus – the master – did, is to follow him; to take up your cross; to lose your life for his sake, that you might find your life. These challenging texts, might encourage us in our discipleship. 
The Baptist Union made a statement about refugees of which this is a part: 
We stand in common humanity with those who some would call stranger.
We recognise the cost to us of building communities of refuge.
We celebrate the courage of those who come seeking refuge.
We will see God’s purposes even in the midst of human chaos and tragedy.
We long for a different story; defined by justice and mercy.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid p6-7] 
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