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July 11, 2010

 
When we hear today's gospel, it is too easy to read it quickly and then move on because of its familiarity.  Yet biblical texts that are familiar to us are often the very ones whose messages have often been muted rather than unleashed.  Let us come to the story of the Good Samaritan with fresh eyes and ears that truly see and truly hear.
There is much more to this story than a cutting critique of religious leaders whose actions don't match their preaching.  There's more to it than merely a model of neighborliness.  In this text, Jesus explodes expectations for God's people and tears down notions of status in ways that invite his hearers to become part of God's mission in the world today. 

Our text opens with a confrontation between Jesus and a lawyer (an expert on the Mosaic Law).  It is clear by the word "test" that this is no friendly exchange. The same root word was used in the devil's "tempting" of Jesus earlier in this gospel.  But the lawyer couches his challenge in the language of eternal life.  He is interested in personal salvation.  He may have been expecting Jesus to make some claim about himself as the source of salvation, but Jesus does not move in this direction.  Instead, Jesus responds with a question for the lawyer.  He asks, "What do the scriptures say?"  The lawyer answers by quoting from Deuteronomy and Leviticus.  He responds in essence: Love God and love neighbor.  These core texts hold together the dual affirmation that one's relationship with God is manifest in one's relationship with others and that our life with others is rooted fundamentally in our relationship with God.  The lawyer's answer is exactly right.
Jesus fully affirms his answer.  But notice the action implicit in Jesus' reply, "Do this, and you will live."  Life with God involves more than knowing correct answers.  It is about actual practice.  It is interesting that Jesus does not include the word "eternal" in his answer; it is a simple "you will live."  In other words, central to the Gospel is its insistence that kingdom living is a present reality and not merely a hoped-for prize at the end of life.  Live.  That is not exactly what the man had in mind.  He wanted to know what he had to do to inherit eternal life.  He wanted to go beyond “live.”  There was a spiritual dimension to the question, one that sought the path beyond death…broader questions about eternal things. 

Drawn into the mysterious response of Jesus, the man continues the questioning…who is my neighbor?  The question is loaded. 

Six months ago the world watched the concrete slabs fall upon the people of Haiti as the earthed heaved and the capital city of Port-au-Prince toppled burying thousands and marking history through the lens of devastation. The Cathedral crumbled, its Archbishop and seminarians died as did the thousands of people already pummeled by a history of a self-serving government.  Government buildings, down; food and resources buildings, down; hospitals, down; hotels and mission hospitality houses, down.  Soccer fields became triage centers and the outcry for help was heard around the world.  The migration away from Port-au-Prince left the outlying villages burdened by the homeless coming to find safe haven.  Some phenomenal stories emerged.  Living beings recovered after twelve or thirteen days entombed by the quake.  We saw the tireless crews who risked life to search, rescue, amputate, and scuttle for aid for the survivors.  We watched volunteers from all over the globe make pilgrimage to the land of salvation, where children were left orphaned; babies were born, where sacks of rice and beans were handed out to the women because they would distribute them more justly. 

Somehow we all figured it out…the answer to the question, that is: Who is my neighbor? 

The problem is we don’t always get it!  In our own country, there is still a languishing poverty.  In our cities, facilities for the homeless are shameful.  People who snub their noses at shelters and badly judge the marginal…haven’t allocated funds to build up daytime shelters in areas that sorely need them.  The struggles over health care and the seemingly logical understanding that all must have rights to affordable and decent health care indicate a fear that looks like: “don’t touch what is mine.”  Sometimes, we don’t get it. 

The question is not really, “Who is my neighbor?”  Deep down the scholar knows that each human being and every creature are neighbors and kin, all relying on one another in the fragile web of life.  The scholar does not want to admit this to himself because of what it will ask of him.  In the depths of his heart, however, he knows what he must do to aid a fellow traveler in need.  It is not really too hard or too mysterious to figure out, as Moses tells the Israelites in the first reading.  You do not need someone to “go up in the sky” or “cross the sea”.  How to live out God’s way as elaborated in the Scriptures in actually “something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out,” as Moses asserts.


Sometimes we need to be helped out of our rationalizations for not doing what our listening heart prompts us to do.  At other times we are asked to be the one who can speak truth lovingly to a friend who struggles to do what compassion asks of them.

Heeding the voice of God to know what is the right action and the right time requires deep listening, in contemplative silent prayer, in honest conversation with trusted friends.  We do not know whether the scholar of the law let go of trying to justify himself and was able to “go and do likewise”.  The parable remains open-ended, inviting us to hear it with fresh eyes and ears that truly see and truly hear it addressed to ourselves once again.  How will it end?
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In Steinbeck's classic, East of Eden, Liza Hamilton serves as the matriarch of faith for her family. She is a pugnacious advocate of biblical morality and reads the scriptures daily as the guide for her life. Yet there are cracks in her pious veneer. Steinbeck describes her use of the Bible sublimely:

 
Her total intellectual association was the Bible ... In that one book she had her history and her poetry, her knowledge of peoples and things, her ethics, her morals, and her salvation. She never studied the Bible or inspected it; she just read it ... And finally she came to a point where she knew it so well that she went right on reading it without listening.
When we hear today's scripture lesson, it is too easy to read it quickly and then move on because of its familiarity.  Yet biblical texts that are familiar to us are often the very ones whose messages have often been muted rather than unleashed.  Let us come to the story of the Good Samaritan with fresh eyes and ears that truly see and truly hear.

There are all kinds of good reasons for not stopping to help a stranger:  I have other pressing obligations.  It’s dangerous—what if the robbers are still lurking and attack me?  I don’t have any professional skills or resources to help this person.  If I move him and make his injuries worse he might sue me.  And on and on.

I can easily talk myself out of any good deed, just like the scholar of the law in today’s Gospel.  He knew what to do.  He knew what his religious convictions prompted him to do.  He could recite the law perfectly.  He also knew what his heart was urging him to do.  He just needed somebody to reassure him that his rationalizations were well founded and that no one would expect him to do anything for some stranger in need.


It would have been easy for Jesus to give him the answer he wanted: “Yes, of course you’re right.  He is not your responsibility.  Someone better equipped will tend to him.”  But he does not.  Jesus knows it will not be easy for the scholar to hear his answer.  Better than rational arguments, a story will help the scholar move out of his head and listen to his heart.  There is, however, a twist to the story that Jesus tells.  It is not a straightforward tale about someone like the scholar who is “moved with compassion” that he might easily emulate.


The complication is that the scholar of the law would never indentify with a hated Samaritan.  More likely he would see himself in the person in need at the side of the road.  From that perspective, he would watch in horror as the priest and Levite, the ones he would expect to act with pastoral attention, pass him by while justifying themselves.  To receive lavish aid after that from a despised Samaritan breaks open the strictures of his heart, as he experiences a flood of grace from this unexpected source.

The parable asks the scholar, stripped of his defenses, to accept the ways of which divine compassion and grace have been showered upon him in underserved ways.  From this place, he could then be prompted to extend these to others.


The question is not really, “Who is my neighbor?”  Deep down the scholar knows that each human being and every creature are neighbors and kin, all relying on one another in the fragile web of life.  The scholar does not want to admit this to himself because of what it will ask of him.  In the depths of his heart, however, he knows what he must do to aid a fellow traveler in need.  It is not really too hard or too mysterious to figure out, as Moses tells the Israelites in the first reading.  You do not need someone to “go up in the sky” or “cross the sea”.  How to live out God’s way as elaborated in the Scriptures in actually “something very near to you, already in your mouths and in your hearts; you have only to carry it out,” as Moses asserts.


Sometimes we need to be helped out of our rationalizations for not doing what our listening heart prompts us to do.  At other times we are asked to be the one who can speak truth lovingly to a friend who struggles to do what compassion asks of them.


Heeding the voice of God to know what is the right action and the right time requires deep listening, in contemplative silent prayer, in honest conversation with trusted friends and in openness to hearing the cacophonous cries of needy neighbors at hand and throughout the globe.  We do not know whether the scholar of the law let go of trying to justify himself and was able to “go and do likewise”.  The parable remains open-ended, inviting us to hear it addressed to ourselves.  How will it end?
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