
A devotional by Rich Stearns

THE SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS



Getting our priorities straight
If anyone, then, knows the good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is sin for them. 

  —James 4:17 (NIV)

“I am talking on behalf of Syrian children, calling on you—the 
people of the other world,” 10-year-old Haya said to me. This  
was how she greeted me, with a challenge that cut to the heart. 

“Have you ever thought of the children of Syria?”

I was in a refugee settlement in Jordan. As the head of an 
international relief, development, and advocacy organization,  
I should have been thinking of the children of Syria. I should  
have been working to support her, her family, and her friends. 

I should have been doing all these things, but it took Haya’s bold 
challenge to wake me up. I had a hundred other things to pay 

attention to. Good and important things. I had organizational priorities to achieve and family matters to attend to.  
I had all kinds of reasons why my heart wasn’t breaking for the children of Syria, when it should have been. 

Sometimes our good priorities keep us from paying attention to God’s higher priorities. But even then, we know  
the good we ought to do. The challenge of James 4:17 is that it’s a problem when we don’t.

Haya’s family fled Syria after her father was killed in the civil war, and when I met them, they were living in a refugee 
camp. Haya desperately missed being in school, so we provided her with a backpack with some books, school supplies, 
and a blanket. It was the blanket she needed most, as the nights were cold, winter was coming, and Haya and her sister 
had nothing to keep them warm.

Haya continued to command my attention by singing a song she had written. “Syria is in pain,” she sang. “Syria is 
bleeding. Syria is crying for her children. Her children were her candles, and they have faded out.”

I left that refugee camp knowing that my priorities had gotten jumbled. God was thinking about the children of Syria. 
His heart was breaking. God’s heart broke for Haya, a little girl who desperately missed her father. It took this little 
girl, with courage I can’t even imagine, to challenge me out of my apathy.

We all need wake-up calls like this to help us see the world through God’s eyes. “For God so loved the world,”  
we read in John 3:16. He so loved this world that He entered into our suffering. 

What if we were to see the world as God does? To love it as He does? We might have our priorities challenged. But if 
we were to align those priorities with God’s, then children like Haya wouldn’t have to ask if anyone was thinking about 
their suffering.
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Tribes of love
The foreigner . . . must be treated as your native-born. Love them as yourself, 

for you were foreigners in Egypt. I am the Lord your God.  

 —Leviticus 19:34 (NIV)

If you sit in the bleachers at a baseball stadium like 
Wrigley Field or Fenway Park and you root for the visiting 
team, you’re likely to get a cold one dumped on your head. 
Most sports fans behave like an ancient tribe. If you aren’t 
one of us, then get out of here!

That’s one thing during the nine innings of a baseball game, 
but ancient culture—the culture of the Old Testament—
was tribal all the time. You were either in or out. If you 
weren’t part of the tribe, you’d better be on your guard. 
The stakes were much higher than they are in the 
bleachers of a typical ballpark.

God’s command to welcome the stranger was diametrically 
opposed to the core values of ancient cultures. Israel may 
have been the only people whose laws encompassed a 
command to love the foreigner and treat them the  
same as those from their own tribes. Israel was God’s 
special people, called out for God’s purposes to achieve 
God’s plans. If any group might have felt the right to be 
exclusionary, it was Israel. Yet God told them to treat 
outsiders just like they would treat a next-door neighbor.

I think this command has a special application today. There are now more than 60 million refugees around the globe, 
more than at any time since World War II. Refugees are forced to flee their homes and their countries for their own 
safety. Often, they are escaping conflict and violence with little more than the clothes on their backs. Adding to the 
desperation of their situation is the knowledge that they’re unwelcome, whether in their host countries or in the 
hearts of those around the world who could offer aid. What of us? Will we turn our backs on their plight, or will  
we respond in love, offering the support they so desperately need?  

Whether they’re Central American children fleeing gang violence, Syrians fleeing civil war, or those trying to escape 
persecution, our role as followers of Jesus is to treat refugees “as your native-born. Love them as yourself.” 

This was a radical message in ancient Israel’s tribal culture, and it remains radical today.
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I was a stranger
When [the Magi] had gone, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream. “Get up,” he said, “take the child 

and his mother and escape to Egypt. Stay there until I tell you, for Herod is going to search for the child to kill him.”  

 —Matthew 2:13 (NIV)

Did you know that Jesus Himself was a refugee? The story 
is tucked in just after the popular verses of the Christmas 
story. Known as the Massacre of the Innocents, it gives us 
a revealing glimpse into the reason that our Lord identifies 
with refugees.

Jesus was born during the regime of an authoritarian ruler 
who was willing to murder his own people to preserve his 
reign. Matthew tells us how King Herod, furious that the 
true King of the Jews had been born, ordered the death of 
every boy under the age of 2 in the region of Bethlehem.

Of course, Joseph was divinely warned of the imminent 
danger, and “got up, took the child and his mother during 
the night and left for Egypt” (Matthew 2:14, NIV). Sixty 
million refugees around the world today are all too 
familiar with this urgency and secrecy. Many have fled 
their homes, abandoning their possessions and literally 
running to escape death. That was Jesus’ own experience—
not so different from that of modern-day refugees in 
Syria, South Sudan, or El Salvador.

We worship a God who identifies with suffering people. In Matthew 25, Jesus tells His disciples how He will recognize 
His followers. “I was hungry,” He says, “and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in.” Jesus’ point is clear. He so identifies with people in need that when we 
care for the hungry, the prisoner, the sick, and the stranger, it is as though we are caring for Him.

We’re often paralyzed by the pain of others. When a friend goes through chemotherapy, we feel awkward. And when 
tragedy strikes those half a world away, we may tell ourselves there’s nothing we can do. Yet Jesus embraces those in 
need. Having suffered as they do, He knows the pain that refugees feel. He calls us to care for them—reminding us 
that we can find Him in the face of each one.
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The secret is love
There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. . . . We love because he first loved us.  

 —1 John 4:18-19 (ESV)

Real love is far more radical than we sometimes realize.  
We glorify romantic love in the movies and in popular songs, 
but the love Jesus talked about—and demonstrated for us— 
is not how we feel toward the people we care about. Real love 
is what we do for people who are nothing like us—people  
who we might otherwise think don’t deserve our love. 

I got to see this in action not long ago on a visit to Lebanon. 
The country has accepted 1.2 million refugees who have 
officially registered with the United Nations, but the actual 
number may be closer to 1.5 million. This is an astounding 
figure for a country of only 4 million citizens! 

Many of these families have taken shelter in private homes and 
within local communities, as Lebanon has no formal refugee 
camps. What an overwhelming show of support from the 
Lebanese, considering relations between the two nations  

have often been strained. Understandably, the great flow of people has taken a toll on the public services and  
infrastructure of Lebanon, which are operating over capacity. 

To date, Lebanon hasn’t closed its border with Syria, so refugees continue to arrive. And though tensions and  
suspicions can spring up at times between the people groups, many Lebanese Christians are still welcoming the 
refugees with an outpouring of love.

Pastor Joseph1 is one of these Christians. He told me how he’d planted a church of 300 in an informal refugee  
settlement, despite having almost nothing to offer: no food, no blankets, and no jobs. Why then, I asked, did people 
attend his church? He replied, “They tell me, ‘We’ve heard how much you love the people.’ The secret is love.” 

This pastor’s witness is powerfully simple: inviting people to join the family of love at his church. For refugees who have 
lost their home communities, and in many cases their own family members, love is a precious commodity—one that no 
government can offer.

This is a perfect example of love casting out fear … fear of strangers, fear of people who might do us harm. Pastor 
Joseph might have responded to the influx of refugees with fear. Instead he chose love. And it’s made all the difference.

1Name changed to protect his identity
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A stranger and a pilgrim
You are to love those who are foreigners, for you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt.  

 —Deuteronomy 10:19 (NIV)

You are a sojourner, a stranger, and a pilgrim. Do you feel like one?

It can be a challenge to consider yourself a foreigner when you live in the country 
where you were born, where you have a job and a family. It’s not natural to feel like 
a foreigner in a house that you own, with a backyard you have personally landscaped.

Yet as one of God’s people, you have some things in common with refugees and 
pilgrims. God reminds the Israelites in Deuteronomy 10:19 that they were once 
foreigners in a hostile land. Hebrews 11 makes clear that those of us who live by 
faith can consider ourselves “foreigners and strangers on earth” (verse 13) since we 
are looking for our eternal home.

As Jesus’ followers, we live in a world where we aren’t always comfortable. Our values and goals are often at odds with 
those of our societies. But here in the West, we don’t often feel like foreigners. 

When I met Abir, a Syrian refugee and mother of five girls, I began to understand how it feels to truly be a stranger. 

Abir and her daughters fled Syria after she was wounded by a sniper’s bullet. As soon as she had recovered enough, 
they set out on an eight-hour journey—on foot—to escape the country. 

Today, they live in an informal refugee camp in Lebanon. The one-room tent that the six of them share is smaller  
than a typical American child’s bedroom. Abir isn’t allowed to work in Lebanon, so they live on humanitarian aid— 
a paltry $13 monthly allowance to feed the entire family. 

They don’t leave the tent settlement out of fear for their safety. “The girls ask me to get them out of this prison,”  
Abir said to me. “When I shop, I leave the girls here, and I shut the door.” Making things worse, her daughters don’t 
even attend school. Because Lebanon has taken in such an enormous number of refugees relative to its own population, 
tensions between the people groups can be volatile at times—even violent.

Abir’s story got me thinking that perhaps I’m too comfortable. We live in a world where followers of God are often 
viewed with suspicion, like Abir and her daughters. 

The Bible teaches me that I should identify more closely with this woman struggling as a refugee far from home. So my 
prayer is that I will see Abir not merely as someone who needs help, but as a fellow sojourner—someone a lot like me. 
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