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Springtime of 1973.  I was a young mother…too young, really, at the age of 23 to already have a 3-year old child (I’ll pause briefly so you all don’t miss anything while you do the math)… obviously too young, as evidenced by the fact that I had just painfully extricated myself from an impulsive teenage marriage.
And yet, I had managed to return to college, and was just finishing my junior year.  One warm, lovely day in April, I marched into the office of the head of the French Department, and said, “You know, I’ll be graduating next year with straight A’s in French.  I’m at the top of the class.  But I can’t speak French!  Not fluently, and not with a decent accent. I simply cannot allow myself to graduate with a degree in French under these conditions!   I need complete immersion.  I must study in Paris!”
Well, I think this professor, while a little taken aback at first, was actually bursting with pride to have a student of hers this inspired.  So she bought into it, and found an opportunity for me to spend the fall semester studying in Paris.  My friends and family were somewhat less enthusiastic.  Especially when I told them I fully intended to take my son with me. 
“You only have enough money to pay your next year’s tuition,” they said. 
 “You don’t have a job.  You can’t afford the air fare,the school in Paris doesn’t provide housing, you have no place to live, no one to take care of your child while you’re in school, no money to live on, and you don’t know a soul in Paris!”  
And with the irrepressible optimism --- or, in retrospect, utter cluelessness – of the very young, I said, “Your point?”
These were all minor details I’d have to work out. So I found a summer job as a French-language phone operator for tourists travelling in the U.S. (it did seem that I could manage basic communication.)  On the phone at work, I met a young Parisian couple who invited me and my son to live with them until I could find an apartment.  Once there, I not only found an apartment with a couple of roommates, I discovered that the excellent French public school system accepted three year olds and provided all day care.  L iving in France, not as a tourist but paying rent, shopping for groceries, parenting, going to school, creating a social life among the French…those six months changed me forever.  In ways that even now continue to reveal themselves to me.  
When I arrived in Paris, a Midwestern girl who’d barely traveled outside of Missouri … well, for the first time I really felt that I was home.  I still don’t know why or how that could happen, but the French way of living, of thinking, of believing…it was ME.  
Yes, I did experience culture shock.  Big time. But not until six months later, when I returned to Kansas City .  In that town where I grew up, I felt outside my own comfort zone, a feeling that’s continued as I realize that not only in self-identifying as a liberal am I somewhat marginalized, but that even among liberals my perspectives on patriotism, on religion, on individualism, on government, on education…often don’t fit in.  It’s only recently that I’ve started to realize, and begun to articulate, how very profoundly my early experience in France informs my worldview.
And now, more than 30 years later, I wonder….why did I really do it?  Was I really compelled by a need to be fluent in French?  Or did I somehow sense that this would be life-changing, at a time when my life needed changing?  
Last year I spoke here about the religious concept of Welcoming the Stranger. Which is about taking the risk to reach beyond that comfort, which we all experience as humans, of being with others like ourselves. It’s about the willingness to be open to others who are different from us, it’s learning how to make others feel at home among us without the expectation that they will then assimilate.  We do this, we Welcome the Stranger, because our commitment to justice and compassion in human relationship calls us to do this. And then…when we do it, because we are called to do it….Welcoming the Stranger also transforms us.
Like most transformations…that can be scary. So we often don’t do it, even those of us who are intellectually committed to it.  It’s not always easy to get past our discomfort and be open to others when their differences challenge what we believe is good and true and right.  Maybe another’s sexual orientation doesn’t offend or affect or threaten us in the least….welcoming is easy.  But maybe their theology, or their lack of education, their different upbringing, or even their use of traditional religious language, does feel threatening, or even offensive.  Welcoming the Stranger is not as easy as it sounds.  
And so it’s a big first step in getting beyond our comfort zone.  For many people, it’s the only step they’ll be able to manage, and it’s an important one, to be commended.  We can often manage it, because we do it from a position of relative psychological safety, secure in our position of welcoming the stranger onto our own turf.  But how much deeper could we empathize, how much more profound might be our sense of share humanity, if we made a conscious decision to become the stranger? If we took the risk to offer ourselves this opportunity for real transformation?  Because if we truly understand the gift inherent in a profound, prolonged, encounter with “The Other” disconnected from our own safety net – we have to also understand that it is not up to “the Other” to give us that gift.  We have to take responsibility for our own transformation….and one way to do that is to Become the Stranger.
This is not an abstract concept for me; it’s one I’ve personally experienced.  Still, as a naturalistic humanist who’s been accused of being too much “in my head,” I admit that I love nothing better than to discover the science behind the concept.  So I’m pleased to report to you that I have discovered it! It’s all about paradigms, and how the human brain processes information.  
The way we see the world, what makes sense to us, our beliefs about right and wrong, good and bad, meaning, expectations…that’s our paradigm.  We process everything through that lens, almost always unconsciously, and our paradigms are created out of the culture we’re raised in…our family, our community, but mostly our larger culture. 
This is actually a good thing.  A paradigm gives a system integrity; it allows us to function in the world by providing a context to make sense of all the data we perceive.  Here’s how this works:  When we encounter data that will in some way be meaningful in the context of our paradigm, we take it in and integrate it, further confirming the reliability of our paradigm, and that gives us stability and trust in our reality.  
The converse, though, is not true. When we’re confronted with data that does not fit our paradigm, it doesn’t make us anxious or uncomfortable. Because we don’t even perceive it.  This way that our brain functions, has been proven over and over again.  Two classic examples illustrate this, one experimental, one a real-life case study. 
In the experiment, a deck of playing cards is made to include extra aces, and some of the aces are altered so that the suits are the wrong color, for example, the ace of spades is red and the ace of hearts is black.  And some are the normal colors.   The person conducting the experiment mixes up the deck and shows the cards one at a time to the subject fairly quickly, asking them to remember how many aces.  And the subject doesn’t count, doesn’t perceive the altered cards.  They don’t fit the paradigm.  
The real life example has to do with the watch-making industry.  The finest watches in the world had long been made by the Swiss, but the invention of the quartz crystal decimated the watch making industry.  Odd, since the quartz crystal was invented by a Swiss employee of a Swiss watch making company.  But the management couldn’t see it, it was not a watch,
 it was at best just a novelty.  They humored the employee by letting him display at a trade show in 1968, but didn’t even bother to patent it.  Much to the delight of one Japanese engineer who walked by and….The rest is history.  Former Swiss watch makers pumping gas for a living.
It’s hard to change a paradigm.  What doesn’t fit our belief system, we don’t perceive.  When I hear about another explosion and more deaths in Iraq, I think, of course, that’s the tragic and chaotic mess that Bush has gotten us into, and there’s proof it’s getting worse.  When I hear a report that things are calmer in certain areas, I blow it off.  It has no significance, it’s an anomaly.  Our paradigms, useful though they may be within our cultures, keep us disconnected and out of relationship with those who operate within different paradigms.  They make us unable to understand other worldviews.  We don’t choose our paradigms, we are in effect handed them at birth, yet we end up thinking ours is the “norm” and everyone else’s is….well fill in the blank…misguided, superstitious, a result of oppression, brainwashing, lack of education.  Maybe we just don’t get how they can think that way.  Or maybe we can, seeing them as what they in fact are products of their culture.  While we, on the other hand, use our reason to determine the way things really are.
The result of all this is obvious:  cultural imperialism, bigotry, intolerance, 
and all the violence and ugliness that go with that.  It’s hard to change a paradigm.  Unless we take the risk of stepping into someone else’s, not from a safe distance as an observer, not as a metaphorical tourist carrying our own cultural cocoon with us – a mixed metaphor, to be sure – but by Becoming the Stranger.  
Living even briefly in another culture is only one way to do it; life offers plenty of opportunities to become the stranger if we care to seek them out, but this always involves risk.  We might see others or their ideas in a new way, a different way than we’ve always thought, a way that shatters our previous conceptions…and that’s unsettling.  But go deeper….go deeper….and we might see ourselves differently.  That’s what’s scary.  That’s the risk. And it requires serious engagement, grounded in the understanding that we all share a common source of life and a common ultimate destiny.  
I remember so well a blisteringly hot Saturday in Kansas City about ten years ago, when Troy Nash, an African American city councilman, had promised to take a group of activists from All Souls to tour some of the blighted areas  of the black community, in the hopes that we might get involved in revitalizing these neighborhoods. About 30 of us show up that morning, waiting for the off-duty city bus to arrive that Troy has reserved for the occasion. I have my son 14-year-old son Deric with me, wanting to shake up the paradigm of my affluent suburban kid, and he’s less than happy to be spending his Saturday morning with a church group. Actually, he’s not happy to even be out of bed on Saturday morning.  So the boy is sulking big time, and in fact we adults after waiting more than an hour for the bus to show up, are none too happy ourselves. Troy makes a series of phone calls to his office, and finally, the bus shows up….but instead of the city bus, which turns out to be out of commission, they’ve commandeered one of those luxury tour buses with the cushy seats way up high, complete with TV’s and a microphone for Troy to use while he acts as a sort of tour guide. 
We all pile in the bus, Deric sitting by himself across the aisle
 from my husband and me, pointedly ignoring us while mercifully doing what I call his Eddie Haskell impression with the other adults. 
Troy takes us into the inner city, the bus driving slowly while he points out the devastation, the boarded up buildings, the people shuffling discouraging along, the children playing in vacant lots full of broken glass and empty beer cans.  At one point we stop at what he says is the worst crime area in the city, and we sit there for about fifteen minutes while he points out the crack houses, the prostitutes, the liquor stores….all the people going about their business as though we’re invisible.  We listen, we look, we shake our heads sadly, we ask questions…..and Deric, I notice, is no longer sulking.  Now, he’s visibly fuming.  Eddie Haskell is long gone.  I deal with this by ignoring him.
We get back to the church, pile off the bus, and I take Deric aside to quietly berate him, but I don’t get the chance.  He’s absolutely enraged.  He tells me, “Don’t ever, ever, get me involved in anything like this again. I at least thought we were gonna do something worthwhile.  It was like being at the zoo, sitting in the little train while the zookeeper points out the animals in their habitats and we all say, wow, aren’t they interesting?  I’m humiliated that I was even part of this.  A bunch of white people in a luxury bus driving through the poorest neighborhoods with a tour guide no less, pointing out the sorry people and the sorry way they have to live.  Just take me home.  Now!”
It seemed that I was the one whose paradigm was shaken.  Out of the mouths of babes…Ever since then, for me, the image of that bus driving through those neighborhoods has served as a metaphor for avoiding real engagement,
for entering the world of The Other while remaining in our safe little bubble. Risking nothing.
Risk taking, especially for the sake of change and getting outside our comfort zone, requires a sort of trust in life, I think.  I might even call that Faith.  As we heard in the first Reading by Frances Mayes, it’s all too easy to think of reasons not to take those risks.  I loved it when, referring to her doubt, she wrote, why not rename it excitement?  Well, why not?
Seven years ago, my husband Chris and I were vacationing in France, in the Mediterranean Pyrenees, the poorest region of France.  It was gorgeous, with the mountains and the sea, 300 days of sunshine a year, still unspoiled by tourism or commercialization, property prices for old houses very reasonable.   We were sitting at an outdoor café in late August, sipping the local wine, there was a light breeze and the leaves from the giant shade trees were drifting down onto the table, and Chris said, “I could retire here.  We could buy an old house and come here
in the summers to restore it on our vacations.”  A crazy idea!  Impulsive!  Of course I said yes!  We’re both crazy that way, and hey, it worked for me 30 years ago, why not now?  
We didn’t say,  Jill’s starting seminary and not working….what if Chris loses his job?  We have an apartment in Chicago that we’re putting on the market…what if it doesn’t sell? What if the dollar falls?  What if one of us has a health crisis? We didn’t say any of those things. Five months later we returned to that region, found a 500-year-old stone house in a tiny mountain village, and signed the contract. Went back that first summer, and began knocking out non structural walls, putting in terra cotta floors, restoring beams that were really oak tree trunks, building a terrace. Getting to know the neighbors, becoming part of the village life, learning new customs, talking about local and international politics…mutually discovering that although most people’s views of American foreign policy were highly negative, they weren’t as negative as ours. Going to the Saturday morning market, taking part in the village religious festival that had begun in 1465, driving all over the region looking for the best deals on lumber and old furniture, negotiating prices in a way that Chris loves and makes me squirm.
And, my faith in life was affirmed.  Faith that in entering into the unfamiliar, you can’t know what will happen, but somehow it will all be OK.  
A few months after we bought the house in France, 9/11 happened, 
and the bottom fell out of the aviation industry.  Chris lost his corporate job.  We couldn’t sell our Chicago apartment when we hoped, and for one terrifying two-month period, between us we had no job  and three mortgages.  Within a year the dollar dropped precipitously against the euro and has stayed there, wreaking havoc on our monthly French mortgage 
payments.   Chris was diagnosed with prostate cancer and last summer, finished a year of treatment. I hope the Universe is appropriately amused.
But it appears he’s cured.  And he has his own company and can work electronically from anywhere. I’m almost finished with seminary, and the kid’s out of college.  We’re hanging in there. Our house waits for us there, our neighbors, who are now our friends watching over it, waiting to welcome us whenever we return.  
We bring with us who we are.  And we continually become….Something more, still us, but changed.  Maybe never again totally, securely, at home in either culture…but that’s a small price to pay for Transformation. It could change the world, couldn’t it?   Our willingness to take the risk, all of us, in whatever way we can find of Becoming the Stranger.        
May it be so.
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