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“In the Borderlands” 
Proverbs 1:20-33, John 11:32-44 + All Saints Sunday + 4 November 2018 

D. Ross-Jones 
Niles Discovery Church; Fremont, Calif. 

 
We are in the borderlands / Inspired and renewed / By examples of saints 
 
From the written word and the spoken word, bring us to your true and everlasting Word, O God, our strength and 

our rock forever. Alleluia and amen. 
 
I bring you greetings on behalf of the 118 Local Churches and more than 400 Authorized 

Ministers of the Northern California Nevada Conference of the United Church of Christ. From our 
Conference Minister, the Rev. Diane Weible, and my colleague the Rev. Davena Jones. We are a 
community that supports, unites, and nurtures vibrant, dynamic ministries of the Gospel throughout the 
northern two-thirds of California and northwestern Nevada, across our six Associations – including your 
Bay Association. And, recognizing that all of this outstanding ministry is empowered by Local Churches, 
and that we are organized in covenant relationships where the Local Church is primary, I bring you 
greetings from my own church – the First Congregational Church of Palo Alto. 

One of the great joys of being one of your Conference ministers is to have the opportunity to 
travel throughout the Conference and across our United Church of Christ to witness first-hand the 
amazing things happening in our local communities. And, contrary to public opinion, I can tell you most 
assuredly that stories of the church’s demise are greatly exaggerated. We stand in the tension of a border – 
a here but not yet, not quite either here nor there. 

 
I. (Situation) 

 
This morning on All Saints Sunday, when we remember, celebrate, and give thanks for those in 

our families, faith communities and the communities of our everyday lives who have passed into life 
eternal, we are reminded in their examples of the imago Dei, the image of God, in each created one. These 
saints, we recognize to be just as official and just as venerable as those “official” saints of our siblings in 
other expressions of our Christian faith, to be companions on the journey of justice, peace, and hope for 
the radical transformation promised by God and pointed to by Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ. 

Looking at the ofrenda here, I am inspired by beloved saints known to this community, even if I 
don’t yet know or hold their sacred stories myself. I contributed a photo of one of my own saints, my 
grandmother who died four years ago later this month at the age of 97. I could fill this entire time with 
stories from her life, just as I know the same could be said for every other memorial here. 

At the end of August, I joined with about 100 other members and friends of the United Church of 
Christ from across the United States at our nation’s southern border south of Tucson, Arizona. We were 
responding to an invitation from the Southwest Conference and Good Shephard United Church of Christ 
in Sahuarita, Arizona, to come to the borderlands – the place of so many emotions, so much conflict, such 
great challenge – to come to the place that is, at once, everywhere and nowhere, a place of here but not 
yet. 

We met with migrants who risk everything in order to cross the Sonoran Desert in search of a 
bare life in the United States. Seeking to escape violence and war in their countries of origin – violence 
and war, in part, continually funded and equipped by our own U.S. government throughout the years – 
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these individuals have just enough hope left in their desperation, just enough agency left in their 
helplessness, just enough power left in their powerlessness to take the months- and years-long journey 
from Central America and across Mexico to travel north for a token of freedom and opportunity. 

Mi español es muy mal, but the toll that life can take on human beings was in full display on the 
faces of the women, men, girls, and boys at the sanctuary shelters in Nogales, Sonora, Mexico when we 
drove across the border in our air conditioned vans with Arizona license plates under the hot morning 
sun.  

 
II. (Complication) 

 
Operation Streamline1 is the process in the Tucson District of the federal court system currently 

in use to coordinate deportations of migrants that cross into the United States. It is a well-coordinated 
partnership among Customs and Border Patrol, Department of Homeland Security, Department of 
Justice, the federal courts, and state and local law enforcement designed to cut down processing time and 
focus on efficiently removing deported individuals from the United States. Apprehended migrants, having 
been charged with a federal crime, are automatically eligible for a Spanish-speaking public defender to 
navigate the legal system; if they are lucky, they will have 20 minutes to meet with their appointed lawyer 
in a conference room next to the special proceedings courtroom. A change in rules of process means 
detained, non-violent migrants are no longer permitted to appear before the judge in their shackles, and 
in the interest of efficiency seven individuals are convicted and sentenced at a time by the judge, in 
English with simultaneous translation by the court reporter. 

If you sit in the gallery area of the courtroom, as we did, you can hear the metal clanking behind 
the side door as the shackles are removed and the sharp plastic zip of the ties being used to clasp their 
hands behind their backs. You might pay attention to the interaction between the public defenders and 
the migrants, which ones will softly speak with their clients or place a hand of support on their shoulder as 
they speak “Si” to a question in a language they do not understand from an old man in a black robe with 
turquoise rings on his fingers behind the bench. You might watch the impatient court reporter and get 
outraged when you see his eyes roll when a migrant shares through his attorney’s translation of his mental 
unhealth and fear for his own personal safety being sentenced to 60 days in federal prison before being 
deported, at how possible it is for one human to objectify and dehumanize another even in their own 
presence. You might listen to the date of apprehension and be amazed that people can be deported from 
the United States within 72 hours of being captured in the desert, yet you waited three months for DMV 
to send you a new vehicle registration sticker and card for your car. 

If you are there with a group, you might have the chance to speak with the judge following the 
proceedings, to ask questions and gain clarification. You might not know where to start. One of the people 
in our group started by asking the judge if, in his opinion, anything he did today made anyone in the 
United States safer. He responded that some lawmaker felt that it made us safer, and he is only there to 
implement the laws of this country. Another person asked, in essence, how he could reconcile the laws 
with the ethics of a situation, particularly in light of the report of a man expressing suicidal emotions of 
going to the federal prison. He responded that the language of ethics and justice beyond the scope of what 
is codified in the law is, inherently, religious language – as he said, it is “your language as the church,” – 
and that it is equally our responsibility to speak clearly, loudly, and often to advocate and to change laws 

                                                        
1 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operation_Streamline  
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and minds – that such responsibility is not his as a judge, or even that of the system in which he finds 
himself. 

And, for the first time in that place, you might, like me, find yourself saying inside – “you’re right, 
Judge.” 

 
III. (Resolution) 

 
The book of Proverbs, one of the wisdom texts of Hebrew Scripture, provides commentary from 

the teacher – personified as a man talking with his son – as well as from Wisdom herself – personified as a 
woman, later on as the mother of the virtuous person.2 Wisdom’s name in Greek, Sophia, begins to speak 
for the first time in the passage we listened to earlier. Sophia may be full of wisdom, but between 
screaming on busy street corners and taking a schadenfreude glee in the demise of those – us? – “simple 
ones” who refuse her counsel lends me to think she might not be the Hallmark movie style nurturing, 
mothering type. 

Of course, in addition to providing wisdom, Sophia is following in the steps of the prophets before 
and after her. Such an unfeeling and cavalier dismissal of reaping what one sows is hardly unprecedented 
in the Scriptural tradition – we get an overtone of it, even, in Jesus’s prayer in today’s Gospel text, that 
God “always hears [him]” but that [Jesus] says this “for the sake of the crowd standing here.” One scholar 
describes Sophia as “a preacher discussing life-and-death issues,” leveraging the rhetorical elements of her 
era to convict her audience of its bad, or foolish, behavior. 

What strikes me, however, is that these statements imply what is easier to review in hindsight – 
that one cannot live foolishly forever without reaping the “benefits” of that condition. Once that is 
realized, of course, it is too late to undo the path that produced them. This realization, however, leads 
Sophia to make a dual claim: she says that hating knowledge (the wisdom of which she speaks as prophet) 
is equivalent to rejecting God Most High. To Sophia, the matters of which she speaks are inseparably 
practical and religious; foolish behavior is not, in the end, simply foolish – it is heretical. 

In her crying out, Sophia uses every device to awaken people from their slumber and unjust ways. 
She threatens. She laughs. She warns. Every incentive is appealed to, but in this passage, there is the 
strongest emphasis on the consequences that follow unwise living. Wisdom cries out in the street and she 
never stops. As long as there is injustice, Wisdom will work, call and bring justice to her people. 

 
IV. (Celebration) 

 
On the last morning in the Sonoran Desert, our group took a hike into the open desert. The 

landscape was beautiful – stunning, really – in all of its monsoon season greenery. We hiked at first along 
an access road for electrical utility lines before taking a turn into a wash and then picking up a barely-
noticeable matted trail after another 10 minutes or so. The further we hiked, the hotter the sun felt and 
the more occasional the trees and shade points became. We were wandering in the desert only for a short 
period of time – less than 90 minutes until we were back in those air-conditioned vans, with electrolyte 
tablets and water readily available to us at all times – and even in that time it was nearly unfathomable to 
be there for just ten minutes more. 

                                                        
2 Proverbs analysis in this section: Rev. Dr. Sheila Harvey Guillaume 
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Our hike had a purpose: we were journeying to a sacred spot, a place very near where a migrant 
had perished in the desert along their journey. We don’t know – will likely never know – the story of this 
young man, including his name. One of the desert Samaritans, individuals who walk through the open 
desert to provide means of support for migrants, happened upon his lifeless body and alerted authorities. 
What had felt like a distressingly long walk just moments before suddenly felt like a different time of 
distress: that for 20 minutes, just 20 minutes more, if this young man had just 20 minutes more energy 
within him, he would have made it to a major roadway and a chance at the freedom he sought. 

In the John text, we gather around the newly-occupied tomb, surrounded by the typical mix of 
grief and loss, accusation and anger.3 In that unlikely setting, Jesus tells Martha that she will see the very 
glory of God. We can wonder just how God demonstrates God’s glory in a procession that always ends up 
at death. In verse 44 we learn that “the dead man came out,” a sentence that can hardly be rivaled for a 
more unlikely event. 

The people at the funeral are divided about Jesus. Some affirm his love, and others criticize him 
for not doing more for Lazarus. And isn’t that something we can identify with! That tension, that 
confusion – that place of division and polarization; isn’t that a place where we can identify today, 
November 4, 2018, in Fremont, California, United States? In John’s gospel, these actions of Jesus – the 
climactic culmination of Jesus’ work here in the raising of Lazarus – are not miracles but instead “signs” 
where the general patterns of the world instead swerve wildly.  

The work of wisdom, of justice, is the work of the church and people of faith alone. It is work that 
we could never do authentically from the center of the public square, because God’s preferential option 
for the poor and marginalized demands us to shift our attention always to who is standing around the 
edges of the center. The work of justice and peace is the work of the church and people of faith alone, it 
can never come from the systems of injustice, war, and destruction, because they have received precisely 
what they have set out to accomplish. 

And, for me, it is in this uncomfortable tension that I find the greatest hope and encouragement 
for the work ahead, that I find the Spirit-filled promise of the work of so many vital churches and faithful 
people working to manifest God’s Commonwealth here and now. Sophia Wisdom shares the truth about 
consequences by expressing that many of them are irrevocable. But even in those irrevocable 
consequences, whereby something terrible has happened and life has been forever altered, Jesus in John’s 
gospel has a message for us on this All Saints Day: not just to remember those from long ago or those 
whose deaths are still painfully near, and not just to point ahead to that ultimate promise of resurrection, 
though both of these are certainly part of this day and to be affirmed. More centrally, however, this day is 
about what all God’s saints have known and experienced, that here and now there is no death or grief or 
fear so deep and dark that the voice of Jesus cannot reach into it, call us out, and bring life. 

 
Soli Deo Gloria. To God Alone be Glory. Alleluia & amen. 

                                                        
3 John analysis in this section: Rev. Dr. Brian Peterson 


