
Mark 5:1-20 Jesus crosses barriers to attend to those on the Margins 

 
”Margins” have many faces, often treated as though they are invisible.  They can originate 
from illness, physical disability, economic status, psychological disfunction, being out of place 
from one’s familiar setting in life, along with a host of other causes chosen by people to 
warrant separation. The gospels are filled with stories about people on the margins. The 
underlying theme runs through all four gospels, that Jesus’ eyes are always on the margins 
and his movement is always toward the margins.  

How does it feel to be on the margins?  “Unclean! Unclean!  Don’t come near!” (O, God, 
PLEASE don’t run away!)  In today’s world one could ask a REFUGEE that question, because 
they are universally and intimately acquainted with being marginal. Displaced from homes by 
all sorts of calamities - war, oppression, natural causes, abject poverty, or other terrible 
circumstances that make “home”  no longer habitable. To be considered a refugee by the 
United Nations High Commission for Refugees one must have been displaced from one’s 
home by calamitous loss and been forced to cross an international border into a land that is 
not one’s own. The average stay in today’s refugee camps is 17 years. 

 

Once We Were Refugees was 
founded by William and Ann Say in 
2016 as our “retirement”  vocation. 
Our mission is to help refugees learn 
skills that will lead toward meaningful 
employment in their new home. We 
started out with classes in sewing 
and that remains our primary 
program. We now conduct classes in 
two locations; one at the Gathering 
Table in Kansas City, Missouri, and 
the other at the Bethel Neighborhood 
Center in Kansas City, Kansas. We 
have about 16 volunteers working in 
a variety of tasks from teaching to 
support activities.  
 

Having arrived in a new home refugees are in places with no familiar grounding - language, 
economy, education, social mores, vocation, transportation, family and friends way out of 
reach, all that provided the comfort of “normal”  is beyond reach. 

How does that feel? 

Terribly frightened 
Not without hope 
Undefined purpose - skills learned at home no longer avail 
The anxiety of being independent with nothing to support that independence 
Isolated and ALONE - Oh, God, PLEASE do not run away! 
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Mahado came to America from Somalia, frightened and hopeful. She spoke not a word of 
English. Living with her son and daughter-in-law, she grew increasingly afraid to leave her 
son’s home. Her daughter-in-law was concerned for Mahado’s isolation and invited her to 
come to a class to learn to sew with a machine. She promised to take the class with Mahado.  
On the first day of class Mahado wanted to leave - too old to learn!  

 Ann asked, “How old are you? 

 “60!”  

 “Then you are 9 years younger than I, sit down and let’s learn together.” Said Ann. 

Mahado did stick it through, struggled to learn to sew a straight seam, and got pretty good at 
making place mat and napkin sets. Ann and William Say took some of her work along to a 
presentation at a church and one of her sets sold for $30. As is our practice, that $30 was 
paid to Mahado right away.  

A few minutes later the telephone rattled. Mahado’s son, Omar, with tears in his voice said “I 
don’t know how to thank your teachers there! Mom is a completely new  person! She said that 
she had never made even one dollar, ever! She never imagined that she would know how to 
do anything that would be worth anything to another!” 

This is not simply about teaching a skill, it is about relationships, precious relationships! We 
heard from Mahado what we often hear from folks in our classes: “God is good! God is worthy 
of our praise Mahado and Ann are now friends and Mahado is very active in her community, 
free from feeling marginalized and ready to help set others free. This January OWWR has 143 
graduates. That is 143 stories from the margins, but not left on the margins. Do you know your 
family story?  Does your family remembrance include arrival in this land? As refugees? As 
asylum seekers?  

Jesus says to those who would follow him, don’t just admire me but do as I do. Keep your 
eyes on the margins for there you will find precious community! 
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Mender of division, 

You sent Christ to heal the world and to gather those on the margins.  Bring 
your healing power to us.  May we extend your power and grace to those 
separated from their communities and those longing for a tangible sign of 
your love.  In Jesus’ name we pray.  

Amen 

They Are US, Lutherans and Immigration, by Stephen 
Bouman and Ralston Deffenbaugh is now out in two editions, 
one about ten years old and the other just published by 
Fortress Press.  These works have been enormously inspiring 
for us as we entered this effort, we commend especially the 
second edition to your reading. 

Check out our brand new web site 
www.OnceWeWereRefugees.org, for ways that you might 
help to bring other refugees in from the margins.  

http://www.OnceWeWereRefugees.org

