Luke 10.25-37 – Pentecost 7C - SVLC – July 11, 2010

Grace to you and peace from our Triune God.  AMEN.
It is a timeless story, The Good Samaritan, passed on through the ages, often one of the first Bible stories we ever learn.  Told to our ancestors in the faith, passed all the way to our grandparents, who told our parents, who told us, and on days like this, in the middle of our summer, in the middle of our busy lives, we stop and share it together -- the story of a man who is robbed and thrown aside, and those who are presumed to stop and help, pass by on the other side of the road, but a good Samaritan stops and helps, and then offers continued help.   

Every time this story is told through history, and through our own lives, it applies.  What group of people would Jesus pick from today for the role of the Samaritan?  [pause]  It’s a radical story -- the Samaritans were a group that were despised by Jews, considered unclean, unworthy, unwelcome.  What group of people would Jesus pick from today?  It would have to be a group that would both surprise us, and perhaps even anger us, if we wanted to really live into this story.  I think Jesus would pick a Muslim -- the Parable of the Good Muslim.

Love the Lord your God and love your neighbor as yourself…  “And who is my neighbor?” we ask.  And Jesus tells us a story about two pastors in a hurry, who pass by a man who has been thrown aside -- lost his job, lost his health insurance, lost his dignity.  The two pastors have too many important things to do, but the Good Muslim stops, the Good Muslim holds the damaged man in his arms, takes him to a safe place, and then makes arrangements for his continued health care.  Not just a quick hand-out…the Good Muslim follows through.  I believe that’s the story Jesus would tell us today.  

And it isn’t so much about making us angry.  (You know how some people like to just ‘get your goat’?) That’s not Christ’s intention -- although some of us might become angry.  So what’s Jesus up to here?  1) Jesus is certainly teaching, in his characteristic style -- by telling a story and therefore always challenging us, stretching us, helping us answer that loaded question, who is my neighbor.  2) But even more important than teaching, Jesus is surprising us with news about God!   This is a great story because it is so surprising…

…and the surprise is not just that we should be about the work of “extending God’s welcome to all we meet along the way.”  The idea that all are welcome, as we say, is very difficult to put into practice, but it’s not all that surprising.  We know what God calls us too.  

The real surprise of this story is that Jesus actually puts the one we are challenged to welcome, the one we most despise, the one the world despises, the one who is a threat (and maybe that’s not Muslims for you, maybe you have relatives who are Muslims and so this illustration is missing you because Muslims on the whole are easy to love and accept -- then whoever that “estranged OTHER” is for you, plug them into this great story!)  The real surprise of this story is that Jesus actually makes the “estranged other” the hero of the story!  That’s the surprise.  [pause]  To be called a Good Samaritan is about the nicest thing someone could say about you.  “Oh yeah, Delores, what a Good Samaritan she is.  Oh, Jim, I know him, he’s a Good Samaritan.”  This means one who is willing to bridge the divide in a spirit of compassion and greater good, despite differences, major differences, even differences in religion, or the color of your skin, or sexual orientation…you know, the big ones (historically).  That’s why Jesus’ story of the Samaritan is so surprising!  Jesus makes the Muslim the hero of the story.  
We have a God who surprises us…with love.  Expansive, unhindered, unbridled love.  Our God crosses the median on the freeway.  “God whose love is almighty” crosses the great divides of our world, of our many and various cultures, to lend continued, life-sustaining aid to all in need.   Ultimately God is that mysterious, estranged other.  God, despite all human shortcomings, does not pass by and neglect those in need.  God does not forget us and our world.  God, despite all hopelessness, despite all hatred and oppression, God despite all fear, fear that is alive and real for us (fear = the real reason the others don’t help, right?  Thery’re not bad people, they’re just afraid.)  God, despite all our fears, crosses over and offers life to all in need.

Maybe you’re feeling “in the ditch” these days.  God crosses over and offers you life, sustenance, even joy.  Bread, wine (a celebratory drink), holy baptismal water (nothing like getting cleaned up before a meal), but first before the meal:  Stories that have stood the test of time, with a faithful community around us -- this is what we do at church.  As Victor Distad, one of our charter members who is homebound, once said to me as we were having Communion together, “This is the stuff that matters.”

God is crossing over right now.  Offering us peace, offering us grace, offering us life in the stories and in the meal that surprises us.  [slowly]  And then God moves on down the road, promising to return and beaconing us to come and follow.  Thanks be to God for that salvation and that invitation.  AMEN.          

