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Anyone else got deja vu? We just heard about Sarah and Abraham, two not always great people part of
an incredible story. There’s a miraculous birth, two sons born into enmity who split and bring about great
nations, the eldest doesn’t get what he should, and their mom prefers the younger and devises a plan to make
him succeed in place of the elder. Now, Esau had more agency than Ishmael, and Isaac wasn’t as awful as
Abraham, but I think it was Mark Twain who said, “History doesn’t repeat itself but it often rhymes.” Esau
“despised his birthright,” gave up what was rightfully his ‘cause he was hungry. Not starving, mind you, he’d
just had a hard day and walked in on a scrumptious meal. It wasn’t a smart trade, and Jacob absolutely took
advantage of the situation. No one comes out of this looking good. But there’s a distinction in all this rhyming
that matters. Where Esau chose his fate, Ishmael never had a choice. He was abandoned to the desert as a child
as a result of the cruel choices of his family and the despair of his mother. If you know anything about the
harrowing stories the deserts at our southern border hold, you may hear some rhymes: impossible choices,
forced to seek sanctuary anywhere else, threats so grave the desert becomes the safer risk.

When we heard the Binding of [saac, we dealt with sacrifice and recognized that what Abraham was
ready to do wasn’t that. In the words of the Psalm, sacrifice requires “willing tribute.” Sacrifice is when you
give something up yourself. You don’t get to sacrifice other people or make other people sacrifice themselves.
That’s something else altogether, maybe oppression or tyranny or murder, but it’s not sacrifice. Well, y’all,
history’s rthyming. ICE killed again, a father living in Houston named Lorenzo Salgado Araujo. Too many refer
to deaths like his as the price we just have to pay for our freedoms, though our freedoms paid at such great price
still dwindle. That price is our nation’s sacrifice which we unfortunately have to give up to preserve our way of
life. But that’s not sacrifice. That’s sadism, suffering and death because someone decided things should be this
way and, though I can’t say this with certainty for everyone involved, we know some tilling the fields of power
enjoy all this suffering and death because, to them, it’s the right people suffering and dying.

I know some will say the problem here is misplaced compassion. ‘Yes, it’s awful what’s happening and
ICE’s tactics leave much to be desired, but the actual problem is the unbearable weight immigrants put on our
social safety net at the expense of actual Americans,’ or so I’ve been told. There’s so much wrong with that
statement. One, ICE’s tactics don’t leave much to be desired. They’re doing exactly what they’re meant to in
exactly the ways they’re meant to, we just don’t want to accept that that cruelty isn’t a byproduct so much as the
driving motivation. Two, immigrants don’t put unbearable weight on social safety nets. They pay more taxes in
than they take out in services. Three, our social safety nets are horribly underfunded and prohibitively difficult
to navigate by design. Four, our social safety nets don’t have to be underfunded, and a cursory look at excessive
spending on vain construction projects, weaponry, and lawsuits makes it abundantly clear that the money is
there, we’d just rather spend it elsewhere. Five, other than indigenous people, I don’t know who “actual
Americans” are. And who “actual Americans” are is a real concern. Birthright citizenship is in question, in spite
of what the Supreme Court ruled. We can’t trust the law to be applied equally, and those string pullers are
determined to eradicate any hint of American impurities. They’ve been very public about their desire to
decrease America’s population by 100 million souls, “sacrificing” a third of our population to deportation,
concentration camps, and death.

That Esau story and all this talk about sacrifice makes me wonder what it means to despise one’s
birthright, to choose to give it up as opposed to having it taken from you. Esau chose to give his birthright. But
Ishmael never had the choice. Right now, there’s a lot of pressure encouraging “voluntary self-deportation.”
ICE detention centers are so miserable that detainees are offered the choice to self-deport to end their suffering.



That’s not really a choice. That’s not sacrifice.

That’s coercion. In the case of the murdered father in Houston, some of the witnesses are in ICE custody now,
and ICE is encouraging them to despise their right to serve as witnesses in exchange for getting left alone in
another country. That’s not despising their rights; that’s a threat, a threat that says “Be like Esau and give it up
yourself, or we’ll make you our Ishmael and take it from you.”

It’s appalling how few people either don’t know history, don’t care about history, or don’t see how
history’s lessons apply now. You may’ve heard this before, but one person told me that the deportation flights
to notoriously brutal prisons in other countries shouldn’t be equated to the notorious trains taking undesirables
away from Germany and into horrendous camps in other countries because we use planes, not trains, so it’s not
the same. Likewise, the Patriot Front march last weekend parading hundreds of self-professed white
supremacists through our nation’s capitol can’t be equated to the looming threat of the KKK because while they
do wear matching outfits and cover their faces with white fabric, they aren’t wearing hoods or burning crosses,
so it’s not the same. But, y’all, it does rhyme.

And it’s heartbreaking that that father in Texas seems to’ve been a good guy and was killed anyway, but
that kind of misses the point. It shouldn’t matter whether he was a good guy. It should matter that he was
human. Even the worst offender warrants the same legal protections as anyone else. That’s why we have a legal
system, at least in theory. That’s why we assume innocence until proven guilty, why we keep our law enforcers,
judges, juries, and executioners separate. The same laws ought to apply evenly, though I suppose in this nation
they never really have, skewed as they are by race or class or wealth. In the Parable of the Sower, Jesus warns,
“As for what was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, but the cares of the world and the lure
of wealth choke the word.” Now, I agree with him on the “lure of wealth,” but the “cares of the world” troubles
me. I know it’s not great to disagree with Jesus, and I know Jesus lived in a time of greater oppression than us.
But also, I think his “cares of the world” here assumes the kind of cares that let you keep on living. If people are
still around to toss seeds willy-nilly, yes, how and where you plant those seeds matters. But that assumes people
are still around. We’ve found ourselves now in a place where fewer people can afford seeds, some are snatched
away in spite of what they’ve sown, and others are taken, seeds be damned. And others still, like Lorenzo
Salgado Araujo, no longer walk this earth, no longer have the hands to fling seeds, no longer push them into soil
with every footfall.

And this all makes me wonder what our birthrights are. There’s citizenship for many of us, born into
that right by virtue of circumstances beyond our control. There’s promises made long before we came to be,
promises embedded in legal documents, in historical events, in policies and programs and probably even
propaganda. Americans were exceptional by birth. We were privileged by birth. We were free by birth. We’re
seeing so much of that despised on our behalf, “sacrificed” without our say. We’re seeing so much slip away
without getting even a free meal out of the lopsided deal. And we’re seeing just how scary it can be when
History begins to rhyme, where the meter of the next stanza will take us, or at least, what it’ll rhyme with.

This place is good soil, St. Thomas’. We’ve got fistfulls of seed ready to be sown, and we’ve still got
choices where to sow ‘em. But we’ve also got far too many waiting to snatch away what and who we hold dear.
There’s an old saying that farmers are the world’s greatest optimists. Most of us haven’t been spraying fragrant
fertilizer lately, but I’d like to suggest that St. Thomas’ gives those optimistic farmers a run for their money.
‘Cause like those optimistic farmers, our optimism isn’t won by unfounded hope. History rhymes, and while we
tend to hear that in ominous tones, there’s beauty and justice and unfathomable care in History’s poetry, too.
But we don’t get there by accident or passive reading. To mix my metaphors, we’ve got seeds to sow, every one
of us. Seeds as bold as public statements to seeds as quiet as hard conversations in living rooms. Seeds that



remind even the angriest or most envious or most afraid that regular people living regular lives pose no threat.
Seeds that take root in spite of all the reasons they shouldn’t. Seeds that grow and blossom and fruit and feed. If
those seeds are to be sacrifice, they must be chosen. If they are to be promise, they must be kept. If they are to
be freedom, they must be for all. And if they are to be justice, they must be held sacred. These seeds will grow.
They must, because though it may not always repeat, History rhymes.



