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Exodus 2:22 and the Missio Dei in an Age of Migration
"She bore a son, and he called his name Gershom, for he said, 'l have been a stranger in a
foreign land."" (Exodus 2:22)

Introduction: From the Stranger as Problem to the Stranger
as Revelation

The dominant discourse on migration in the twenty-first century is overwhelmingly political,
economic, and securitized. Migrants are discussed in terms of borders, resources, citizenship, and
social cohesion. Yet the biblical narrative invites a radically different starting point. Scripture does
not begin by asking what societies should do with strangers; it asks what humanity discovers about
itself in the encounter with the stranger. This is also informed by the obsession about possessions
and ownership.

The naming of Gershom is one such moment of revelation.

Moses names his son not after a victory, a promise, or a divine encounter, but after an experience
of alienation: "I have been a stranger in a foreign land.” What appears to be a personal confession
is, in fact, a theological anthropology. Moses discovers that estrangement is not merely a social
condition but a fundamental dimension of human existence before God.

Walter Brueggemann argues that Israel's faith was formed through experiences of displacement
rather than settlement. The central memories of Israel were exodus, exile, and pilgrimage rather
than possession and permanence. Similarly, Gerhard von Rad observed that Israel's self-



understanding emerged from remembering that it was once a people without land, security, or
privilege.

The Church therefore misunderstands itself whenever it imagines itself first as an institution of
settled certainty rather than a pilgrim community on the move.

Hopefully, the conversation today will acknowledge the pain from both sides of permanence and
migrant. The pain when we look at the mirror has even distorted who we knew ourselves to be —
and we are suddenly confronted by a stranger in the mirror. We may well just discover that we are
not strangers as individuals, but as a collective — the Body of Christ. Is the church what it used to
be? Does it stand for what it is meant to stand for — perhaps it is a strange church then. Can we
together confront the stranger in the mirror?

Let me suggest 6 things that will help us with estrangement.

1. Migration Is Not a Theme in Scripture; It Is the Structure
of Scripture

The temptation is to treat migration as a specialized biblical topic.

The truth is more profound.

Migration is woven into the very architecture of salvation history.

Humanity's story begins with expulsion from Eden.

Cain becomes a wanderer.

Abraham is called away from homeland and kinship structures.

Jacob becomes a refugee.

Joseph is trafficked across borders.

Israel becomes a migrant community in Egypt.

The exile to Babylon becomes one of the defining theological crises of the Old Testament.

Christopher Wright argues that the entire biblical narrative is framed by movement, calling, exile,
pilgrimage, and return. The people of God are repeatedly constituted through journeys rather than
geographical permanence.

This insight carries missiological implications.

David Bosch, in Transforming Mission, insists that mission is not something the Church possesses;
rather, the Church participates in the sending activity of God. If God is fundamentally a sending
God, then movement is not accidental to God's redemptive work. Migration becomes one of the
spaces where the Missio Dei unfolds.



The question is therefore not whether migration belongs within the mission of God.

The question is whether the Church has sufficiently recognized migration as one of God's historic
instruments for advancing that mission.

2. Gershom and the Spirituality of Pilgrimage

The significance of Gershom lies in Moses' discovery that identity is forged in exile.

Moses occupies an extraordinary position.

He is a Hebrew by birth.

Egyptian by formation.

Midianite by residence.

Liberator by vocation.

He belongs everywhere and nowhere.

His life destabilizes rigid understandings of belonging.

Here Moses anticipates a major biblical theme: God's people are pilgrims before they are
citizens.

Augustine's distinction between the Civitas Dei (City of God) and the Civitas Terrena (Earthly
City) remains profoundly relevant. Christians are inhabitants of earthly societies, yet their ultimate
citizenship lies elsewhere. Augustine's point was not escapism but theological relativization. No
earthly identity is absolute.

Likewise, the Epistle to Diognetus described Christians as people who inhabit their own countries
but live as foreigners within them.

The Church loses its prophetic capacity whenever it becomes too comfortable with settled
power.

A pilgrim Church sees borders differently.
A pilgrim Church remembers that belonging is a gift rather than an entitlement.
A pilgrim Church understands itself as a community constantly dependent on grace.

3. The Incarnation as Divine Migration

At the heart of Christian theology stands a remarkable claim:
God becomes a stranger.

John's Gospel declares:

"He came to his own, and his own received him not."

The incarnation is not simply God's entry into humanity.



It is God's entry into vulnerability, displacement, and exclusion.

Theologian Veli-Matti Kérkkdinen argues that Christ's earthly existence reveals a God who
chooses solidarity rather than distance. God does not observe human suffering from outside
history; He enters it.

The infancy narratives intensify this point.

Jesus is born without accommodation.

His family flees as refugees into Egypt.

His public ministry is marked by mobility and homelessness.
"The Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head."

Willie Jennings argues that Western Christianity has too often read Christ through the
imagination of empire rather than through the experience of displacement. Yet the biblical Jesus
consistently stands among those rendered vulnerable by political and social forces.

The implications are profound.

Migration is not merely a social issue for Christians.

It is a Christological issue.

How the Church sees the stranger is inseparable from how the Church sees Christ.

4. The Eucharist as God's Counter-Border Politics

The context of your address—a Communion Day celebration—is particularly significant.
According to the webinar invitation, the gathering seeks to reflect on how Holy Communion
models a "radical, borderless acceptance where no one is an outsider and all are welcomed home."
This vision reaches the heart of Eucharistic theology.

The Eucharist is fundamentally God's act of hospitality.

Henri Nouwen described hospitality as creating a space where the stranger can become a friend
rather than an enemy.

The Communion Table embodies precisely this reality.

Modern political communities often define themselves by exclusion.
The Eucharist defines community through gift.

At the table there are no passports.

No tribal identities.

No ethnic privileges.

No insider classes.

The same bread is broken for all.

The same cup is extended to all.



John Zizioulas argued that Eucharistic communion creates a new ontology of personhood.
Identity is no longer generated through separation but through communion.
This means that the Church's response to migration cannot be reduced to charitable assistance.

The Eucharist calls the Church into a radically different social imagination.
The migrant is not simply someone to be helped.
The migrant is someone with whom we share one table.

S. Xenophobia as a Failure of Theological Imagination

The challenge confronting Southern Africa today is not simply economic anxiety or social
instability.
At its deepest level, xenophobia represents a crisis of theological imagination.

Miroslav Volf, reflecting on exclusion and embrace, argues that violence emerges when
communities fail to create space for the other within their understanding of themselves.
Fear transforms difference into threat.

Hospitality transforms difference into encounter.

The biblical witness consistently resists identities constructed through exclusion.

Israel is commanded to love the stranger precisely because it remembers being a stranger.
Memory becomes ethics.

The Church's challenge is therefore not merely to advocate tolerance.

Tolerance is too weak a category.

The Gospel calls for embrace.

Not because migration is uncomplicated.

Not because political questions are irrelevant.

But because every human being bears the Imago Dei before possessing any national identity.

6. Mission in the Age of Human Mobility

The great missiological question before the Church is this:
What if migration is not simply a problem to which mission responds?
What if migration itself is one of the principal theatres in which God is advancing His mission?

Andrew Walls famously argued that Christianity has always travelled through human movements.
The spread of the Gospel followed traders, refugees, exiles, labourers, and displaced communities.
The history of Christianity is, in many respects, a history of holy migrations.



Perhaps today's unprecedented global mobility should not be viewed only as a challenge.
Perhaps it is also an invitation.

An invitation for the Church to recover its identity as a pilgrim people.

An invitation to rediscover hospitality as mission.

An invitation to recognize Christ in the stranger.

Conclusion: We Are All Gershom

Moses names his son Gershom because he has discovered something the Church desperately
needs to recover:
"I have been a stranger in a foreign land."

The deepest theological truth of migration is not that some people are strangers.

It is that all people are strangers before grace.

Karl Barth once remarked that humanity exists as recipients of God's welcome before becoming
agents of welcome.

That is the Gospel.

Before we welcomed God, God welcomed us.

Before we opened our doors, Christ opened His kingdom.

Before we embraced the stranger, God embraced us in Christ.

The Gershom Mandate, therefore, is not primarily a call to social activism.

It is a call to theological remembrance.

To remember that the Church is a pilgrim people.

To remember that Christ Himself was a stranger.

To remember that the Eucharistic table is wider than every border.

And to remember that in the Kingdom of God, there are no permanent insiders—only strangers
who have been welcomed home by grace.
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