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Back on April 15, the Second Sunday of Easter this year and not Tax Day, I announced my plan 
to do a quick survey of the Letters of John in the New Testament.  I mentioned at the time that I 
thought there might be a couple of interruptions but I really didn’t expect the series to last more 
than about six weeks.  Well, here we are, two and a half months later, and I’m finally wrapping 
up, though I realized last week that I had at least two weeks’ worth of sermon out of II John.  I’ll 
save those other thoughts on II John for another time.  But after dropping out of John’s writings 
for Earth Day, for our Taizé-style worship, for Pentecost and Camp Sunday and Festival Sunday 
and for my own illness one week, we’ve reached III John at last.  And perhaps for some that will 
be cause for great rejoicing. 
 
To wrap up the series this morning, I want to take note of some linkages among John’s epistles 
and especially some between II and III John.  And as we shift our focus to this brief letter, I’ll 
address the question that may have occurred to those of you who’ve spent time around infants 
and toddlers, why has Chris titled this sermon “Stranger Anxiety?”  I can tell you now it has to 
do with two of the people that John mentions by name in this letter.  And I can also tell you it has 
to do with the most ancient teachings of the Bible and with the future of both our little church 
and of Christianity in America.  Is your interest sufficiently piqued?  Then off we go! 
 
Let’s start with those linkages among the Johannine Epistles.  To begin with, of course, there is 
the authorship of the three books, traditionally assigned to John the Apostle, son of Zebedee and 
brother of James.  John, James and Peter formed a sort of Three Musketeers of the Gospels, the 
trio closest to Jesus.  The disagreement of some modern scholars notwithstanding, we actually 
have very good, very ancient proof of this tradition of authorship from the writings of Irenaeus, 
second century Bishop of Lyon, who had been the student of Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, who 
had, in turn, been the student of this same John in Ephesus.  Polycarp told Irenaeus and Irenaeus 
recorded that the Gospel and the Letters that bear John’s name had indeed been written by the 
disciple of Jesus. 
 
As I mentioned last week, both II & III John are so short because they were written to fit on one 
side of a sheet of papyrus, such sheets being about 5” x 9” in those days.  In fact they were so 
short…  (ah, some of you remember Johnny Carson).  They were so short that it’s hard to tell 
which one is shorter!  Last week I claimed that status for II John based on number of verses and 
number of characters.  The fact is that the number of characters making II John shorter is based 
on the Koine Greek in which it was written.  In English translation, there are fewer words in III 
John.  So maybe it’s shorter… 
 
Arguments about length aside, though, it’s clear that the two tiny letters, along with their more 
robust predecessor have some very important similarities in terms of theme.  Last week, I 
focused on the themes of Love and Truth in II John and mentioned in passing that these were 
also key themes in I John.  They are also clearly central to III John.  Consider the very first verse: 
“The elder to the beloved Gaius, whom I love in truth.”  Not much mistaking that but then John 
goes on to address Gaius several times as “beloved” and to praise him for keeping faithful to the 
truth and for walking in the truth.  This walking in the truth may be related to Gaius’ relationship 
to the Docetists whom John mentions in his other two letters, those who were teaching 
untruthfully that Jesus had not been a human being.  Gaius, presumably, has been faithful to the 



Stranger Anxiety 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 6/24/2012 2 
 

teachings of John, who had indeed seen Jesus in the flesh and taught, as we know from the 
Gospel According to John, both Jesus’ divinity and his humanity. 
 
There is another opponent, however, mentioned in III John who may or may not have been one 
of the Docetists.  This is Diotrephes.  Both Gaius and Diotrephes would appear to be either 
pastors or influential laymen, with houses large enough to comfortably receive guests and likely 
to house one of the typical house churches of the day.  But unlike the faithful Gaius, Diotrephes 
not only refuses to recognize John’s apostolic authority but spreads untruths about the old man.  
Perhaps even worse, Diotrephes will not admit to his home or his congregation traveling 
missionaries whom John wishes the churches in his area to support.  Unlike Gaius, Diotrephes 
fails in truth.  Unlike Gaius, Diotrephes fails in love.  Unlike Gaius, Diotrephes refuses to open 
his door to traveling strangers, a key teaching for Christians, Jews and even pagans of the Middle 
East.  Why should he do such a thing?  Does he have stranger anxiety?  
 
As I mentioned earlier, those who’ve spent much time around infants and toddlers understand the 
concept of stranger anxiety full well.  It is, according to those who’ve made a study of the 
development of children, a perfectly normal stage that nearly all children go through.  Generally 
peaking in intensity between the ages of 6 and 12 months, it is a form of distress that children 
experience when exposed to people unfamiliar to them. Children experiencing stranger anxiety 
may get quiet and stare at the stranger, cry or whimper, and hide behind a parent.  For reasons no 
one has yet explained, these symptoms may recur in toddlers between 12 and 24 months old and 
the targets of the childish distress may be familiar and previously-beloved family and friends.  
Difficult as it may be to cope with, this is all perfectly normal. 
 
But much past the age of two, stranger anxiety is not a normal part of development.  In older 
children or adults, it can be the mark of a far deeper issue.  In an article in the most recent issue 
of Sojourners, Brian McLaren, the chief theologian of the Emergent Church movement, and 
David Csinos, an author on children’s ministries, suggest that overcautious parents can create 
“mean world syndrome” in their children, teens and young adults.  According to their article, this 
is “a hyper-vigilant state in which strangers are to be ignored and avoided, new experiences are 
to be feared, and other people’s problems are just that.  It’s a survival mode based on scarcity, 
hoarding, looking out for number one.  Too often, it involves shrinking back from active 
involvement in the biblical call to social justice.” 
 
Now while I would say that these fearful parents and children are failing the call to love and care 
for all those around them, including the stranger, this seems to me to be more a modern problem 
than the likely basis for Diotrephes’ issues.  So what stranger anxiety is he dealing with?  In 
recent times, we’ve learned that overly shy people are often suffering from what psychologists 
call anxiety disorder.  This adult form of stranger anxiety can be crippling, causing people to 
withdraw from the world or to be unable to function properly among others.  Not too many years 
ago, the San Diego Padres had an extremely talented and promising young shortstop named 
Khalil Greene, one of those uniquely gifted individuals whom baseball scouts call a “five-tool” 
prospect, meaning he could do anything related to playing baseball at a very high level.  But after 
a good beginning to his career, Greene faltered, regressed and had to be benched.  He was 
diagnosed with anxiety disorder.  Under the scrutiny of thousands of fans every night, with 
merciless press coverage, his anxiety prevented him from performing as his talents suggested.  
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After treatment, he was traded to the St. Louis Cardinals (you knew they would come into this 
story, didn’t you?), famous for having a knowledgeable and supportive fan base and press.  Alas, 
despite this positive environment, Khalil Greene could never regain his comfort level on the field 
and the Cardinals were finally forced to release him.  He has never returned to the major leagues. 
 
So was Diotrephes suffering from anxiety disorder?  Unlikely.  He was, after all, functioning 
well enough in public to be a lay leader or a pastor of a church within the normal orbit of the 
mother church in Ephesus.  So, what was his problem?  What sort of stranger anxiety led him to 
turn away those missionaries?  John gives us a clue when he calls him, in III John, verse 9, 
“Diotrephes, who likes to put himself first.”  That’s the way our New Revised Standard Version 
of the Bible translates a single Greek word, literally, “loves the first to be.”  This would have 
been a particularly harsh thing for John to say about someone.  Remember, the Gospel 
According to Mark tells the story of how John and his brother James also fell victim to this lack 
of love for others and were chastised for it by Jesus himself:  “James and John, the sons of 
Zebedee, came forward to him and said to him… “Grant us to sit, one at your right hand and one 
at your left, in your glory.” But Jesus said to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are 
you able to drink the cup that I drink, or be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” 
They replied, “We are able.” Then Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink; and 
with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will be baptized; but to sit at my right hand or at 
my left is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it has been prepared.”  When the ten 
heard this, they began to be angry with James and John. So Jesus called them and said to them, 
“You know that among the Gentiles those whom they recognize as their rulers lord it over them, 
and their great ones are tyrants over them. But it is not so among you; but whoever wishes to 
become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must 
be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a 
ransom for many.”” 
 
So perhaps it is not stranger anxiety that ails Diotrephes.  Perhaps it is merely the paranoia that 
often befalls would-be tyrants.  He doesn’t want anyone to come along and challenge his power, 
his spiritual leadership.  I think we still see that failing in some members of the clergy today.  
And perhaps in Diotrephes, that paranoia is coupled with xenophobia, the unreasoning fear of 
those who are different, of those who are strangers to us. 
 
Xenophobia is considered psychologically abnormal because we are supposed to grow out of our 
stranger anxiety.  It is also, in Biblical terms, a sin, for God’s people are called again and again 
in the Scriptures to reach out to the stranger, to be hospitable.  In Deuteronomy 10:19, God 
charges the Israelites, “You shall also love the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt.”  A few chapters later, in what some scholars believe is the oldest creed of the Hebrew 
people, the command to tithe is accompanied by a brief recapitulation of the story of the Exodus, 
beginning “A wandering Aramæan was my father…”  Jesus also taught his followers the 
importance of love of others across lines of nationality and creed, holding up a Samaritan whom 
the Jews would have hated as the ultimate example of a good neighbor and preaching care even 
for Roman occupiers and collaborators.  Like our spiritual forebears, the Jews, we are called to 
remember that we are a pilgrim people.  “Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are 
restless till they find rest in Thee…” wrote Augustine to God in his Confessions.  The story of 
Exodus is also our story.  As Jane Strohl of Luther Seminary in St. Paul writes, “all of us 
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gathered here today, even though we can’t trace our blood lines back to the Israelite slaves in 
Egypt, have made this story our own.  It’s how we have come to know ourselves, as people in 
bondage and afflicted, as people beloved and redeemed, as people with reason to rejoice and be 
thankful.  This particular history becomes paradigmatic for all history and embraces every 
human life. Suddenly our kinship knows no bounds.”  We are all strangers, all aliens, all 
wanderers. 
 
Our kinship knows no bounds, so we are called to welcome all persons as though they were our 
family.  The father of the three great monotheistic faiths, Abraham, did so and that Genesis story 
was held up as an example by the writer of the New Testament book of Hebrews: “Do not 
neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that some have entertained angels without 
knowing it.”  The general principle is promoted by both Peter and Paul.  I Peter 4:9 says, “Be 
hospitable to one another without complaining.”  Paul wrote to the Romans, “extend hospitality 
to strangers,” and taught both Timothy and Titus that they were to look for new leaders for 
churches among those who showed the virtue of hospitality.  John, of course, is being more 
specific here – he is encouraging Gaius in his hospitality to visiting Christian preachers and 
chiding Diotrephes for his lack of the same.  As we can read in many stories in Acts, particularly 
those about Paul, this is how the Good News of Jesus Christ was spread from Jerusalem to the 
ends of the known world.  But the general principle is no less important than the specific 
example. 
 
At this point, we must ask ourselves: are we more like Gaius or Diotrephes?  Would the aged 
John praise us as paragons of love and truth or do we, like Diotrephes and like John himself in 
his youth, seek to put ourselves first?  How do we treat strangers?  Do we welcome them into our 
country, our towns, our schools?  Do we welcome them into this space, so dear to us, our 
spiritual home?  Or are we afraid, afraid to lose the power of the majority, afraid that “our” place 
will become less ours because we share it with others? 
 
I find these questions particularly pertinent just now for a couple of reasons.  Our country 
continues to wrestle with immigration reform, of who to let in, who to keep out, and who to send 
back.  Frankly, for me, this issue is a non-starter.  We are still a land of plenty.  Given the fair 
distribution of resources and opportunity, which is of course far from a given these days, there is 
enough to go around for many more in these United States.  And as the descendent of both those 
who first settled this continent in prehistoric times and of those from France and the British Isles 
who came seeking land, prosperity and freedom, I still believe in the words of Emma Lazarus’ 
famous poem, “Give me your tired, your poor, / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, / 
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore. / Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me…”  
How can we, who claim the name of Christ, the heritage of Abraham, possibly refuse hospitality 
to these modern wanderers? 
 
Our Evergreen Association of American Baptist Churches is certainly working to welcome 
immigrants.  I’m sure most of you know that we have, since our establishment 10 years ago, 
been made up of three ethnic caucuses: the Asian Caucus, the Black Caucus, and the Euro 
Caucus.  Recently, we have added a fourth, the Hispanic Caucus.  Together, we have funded a 
part-time pastor for our single Hispanic church, Confraternidad Cristiana Eben-ezer in Burien.  
Pastor Guadalupe Vasquez is also under contract to Evergreen to begin at least two more 
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Hispanic congregations in the next few years.  New Beginnings Christian Fellowship in Kent, 
already our strongest multicultural church with both African-American and Euro-American 
members, is also beginning an outreach to their Hispanic neighbors, led by the bilingual Rev. 
David Anckorn.  Many of our Evergreen churches are also working to support or host the recent 
influx of Burmese refugees.  We are doing what we can to welcome the stranger. 
 
And, as many of you know, I continue to be convinced that the future of Good Shepherd Baptist 
lies not only with those who look like us but also with our neighbors from Korea.  I intend to 
spend time this summer preparing grant requests to several organizations that may help us by 
funding a bilingual associate pastor for this work along with a small operating budget.  I believe 
that we can both learn from and teach these Christian immigrants to build a more viable, more 
diverse and even more loving Good Shepherd.  My determination in this regard was enhanced in 
the past week as a study by The Pew Research Center showed that Asians have surpassed 
Hispanics as the United States' largest group of new immigrants.  That same study showed that 
the majority of Korean immigrants are Protestants, which means that they will ultimately be 
looking for Protestant churches where the immigrant generation can worship in Korean while 
their children worship in English – a situation we heard described for us by Pastor Chun in our 
Sunday School hour a few weeks ago.  In the midst of the growing Korean population in 
Lynnwood, we are perfectly situated to welcome these newcomers, if we are willing. 
 
As I’ve been discussing with my colleagues at the Church Council of Greater Seattle, the Korean 
and Burmese immigrants are mostly Protestants, the Hispanic immigrants are overwhelmingly 
Catholic and Pentecostal, and Africans coming to our shores in increasing numbers bring their 
own brand of Christianity.  Since Euro-Americans are increasingly turning away from the 
Church, the future of the Body of Christ does not look like us.  It is likely that the core of the 
Christian Community will be in the Global South in the very near future and American churches 
will have to adjust. 
 
The Pew study showed, however, that a plurality of Asian immigrants have no religious 
affiliation, much like the existing population of our area.  If we can take steps toward showing 
ourselves to be welcoming to recent immigrants to Asia, can we also reach out in love with the 
Good News of Jesus to these new “None Zone” inhabitants?  I think we can.  It means risking the 
comfort of our majority of familiar faces here at Good Shepherd.  It means risking learning new 
ideas, new songs, new words.  But do we suffer from stranger anxiety?  Do we want to be like 
Gaius or like Diotrephes? 
 
So, to Good Shepherd Baptist Church, from your pastor, the not-quite-so-old man: Beloveds, you 
are those whom I love in the truth.  I continue to be overjoyed when those who observe your 
actions testify to your faithfulness to the truth, how you walk in the truth.  Beloveds, continue to 
do faithfully whatever you do for new friends, even though they are strangers to you; they will 
testify to your love before the Church.  Care for them in a manner worthy of God.  We ought to 
support such people, for this is the loving command of our Loving Creator, lived out by Jesus 
Christ our Redeemer, and given to us in power from the Holy Spirit. 
 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, one God and Mother of us all: 
Amen. 


