7th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 7.11.10
Scripture:	Luke 10:25-37

Nothing is more disgusting than some religious art that is so exhaustively complete, so overwhelmingly obvious, that the viewer has no room to respond.
			~Fred Craddock

“Go and do likewise.”  
It looks like we’re in for a short sermon this morning.  This one’s pretty clear.  “Go and do likewise.”  Class dismissed.
Actually, wait a minute.  What are we likewise to go and do?  Lots of people in this story have gone and done.  Whose going and doing are we to imitate?  The Samaritan’s, of course.  Right?  He’s the “good” one, after all.  It says so right in the title of the story: “The Good Samaritan.”  Well, of course, that’s not the actual title of the story.  That’s something convention has tacked on for the sake of convenience.  Okay.  Whatever.  So, it’s by deduction that we know we’re supposed to imitate the Samaritan because we know we’re not supposed to imitate the priest or the Levite—these holy rollers who, when push came to shove, were too haughty to lend a hand, too high-minded to help someone out.  Or maybe they were simply too busy.  Such important people would no doubt have had important places to go where important things waited for them to do.  Peter Gomes, preacher at the Memorial Church at Harvard, claims they were probably on their way to a meeting to discuss how to make the highways safer for pedestrian traffic—which might be true.  This road, after all, between Jerusalem and Jericho was known to be dangerous.  All sorts of shady characters traveled it.  I mean, look what happened to this one poor traveler.  And, speaking of, we can bet we’re not supposed to model ourselves after the robbers.  We’re not supposed to go and do likewise as they have gone and done.  So, the Samaritan it is.
Go and do likewise.  Thanks be to God.
Actually, I’m sorry.  I just have one more niggling thing.  This story that Jesus told doesn’t really answer the question the lawyer asked.  Granted, the lawyer wasn’t dealing honestly with Jesus.  He wasn’t really curious as to how Jesus would answer his question.  His questions.  He asked two:  “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” and “Who is my neighbor?”  The first one, the narrator notes, he asked to test Jesus—a word used only in one other context, when the devil tested Jesus in the wilderness.  The second one he asked to justify himself—a compulsion people suffer when they feel threatened or insecure, when they feel judged and found guilty.   In sum, this wasn’t a conversation that was simple and on the level.  Something else was going on here.  A power struggle?  A clash of egos?  A mimetic crisis?  When two people struggle over which one will lead and which one will follow:  “You be like me!”  “No, you be like me!”
Jesus doesn’t seem into it, though.  Whether the lawyer genuinely or disingenuously called Jesus, “Teacher,” when he first addressed him, Jesus doesn’t teach him.  He directs him to what he seems to think the lawyer already knows.  Never mind that the question is a misguided one: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  If doing something is required for receiving an inheritance, then the relationship in question is a troubled one.  But never mind this; Jesus doesn’t.  Instead, as if suspecting that the lawyer asked the question with an answer already formulated in his mind, as if suspecting that this was the nature of the test: can you guess what’s in my mind as the right answer? (As a student, I always hated that kind of test: “Guess what’s in the teacher’s thinking!”  As a teacher, I never gave that kind of test: “Guess the answer I deem right!”  As a mother, I only do in my most desperate moments: “Can you tell me what you were thinking when you did this?  No?  That’s fine.  I can tell you.”  As a mother of a four-year old, I suffer such tests all the time.)…  Instead, as if knowing what the lawyer was up to, Jesus asks him about that answer that he’s got tucked away like a trump card.  Yet even this he does with grace, asking not only, “What’s written in the law?” but also, “What do you read there?”
Because, of course, there’s a difference.  It’s a good sign when the difference isn’t drastic.  But there is a difference between what is written and what is read.  Ask J.D. Salinger about what he wrote in writing The Cather in the Rye and you’ll likely get (or you’re likely to have gotten, if you’d asked him prior to his death a few months ago) a different answer from what the teenaged reader has to say—you know that one who keeps the book tucked underarm like a talisman against phonies and other undesirables.  This one would also give you a different answer from the adult who returns to the book after a couple decades away, who would give a different answer from the English teacher who’s formulating a test on it for her freshman English class.  And I’d know, since I’ve been all three.  I love this book.  I love it so much that I recognize the difference between what’s written there and what I read.  I’ll bet this lawyer loved the law like that, for that’s what’s meant by “lawyer” in the gospels—someone who studied and interpreted for application the Torah, God’s law for God’s people.  And I love that Jesus recognized this subtle difference between what’s written and what we read.  And so came the lawyer’s answer, preformulated perhaps—this answer which is not only what’s written in the law (a small piece of all that is) but also what the lawyer extrapolated from it—a vast codex of 613 commandments boiled down to these simple two:   “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”
“You have answered rightly,” Jesus said.  And, you know, this must have been something of a disappointment to this man who was looking for a fight.  There’s nothing worse than trying to outdo someone and having him say in response, “Well done!”  There’s nothing worse than trying to outsmart someone and having her say, “You’re really smart.”  It’s a mimetic crisis turned down.  And rejection hurts.
So the lawyer persisted, “And who is my neighbor?” which brings us to my niggling—because the story Jesus tells doesn’t lead us to the answer we take to be right. 
 The conditioning we got in Sunday school has us assuming the neighbor is the Samaritan.  This same conditioning has us understand, and rightly, that a Samaritan (even a hypothetical one) would be revolting to this lawyer who was a Jew.  Jews and Samaritans were sworn enemies.  Similar enough to one another to be drawn together, but different enough for each to see the other as utterly wrong, Jews and Samaritans were divided from one another by what Sigmund Freud came to consider the small differences that breed personal narcissism and nationalistic pride.  (Mimetic crisis indeed: “You be like us!”  “No, you be like us!”)  It would have been unthinkable to this lawyer that a Samaritan could be so “good”—someone whom he should love even as much as he loved himself.  It would have been unthinkable—as unthinkable as us loving an al Qaeda operative.  This shock to the hearing is what has preachers are after when they entitle their sermons on the Good Samaritan, “The Good Soviet” or “The Good Islamist.”  And these are good and worthy preaching points.  But somehow, it doesn’t settle matters for me, or maybe it’s that it settles things too neatly…  
I have a colleague, Bert Marshall, to whom I owe a debt of gratitude for this sermon (this sermon which is turning out not to be short after all, so maybe it’s not “thanks” that I owe him but “thanks a lot.”)   Anyway, Bert says, if you feel matters are settled in regard to any of Jesus’ parables, give that parable another look.  Those who’ve published scholarly books about the parables seem to agree.  C.H. Dodd defines a parable as “a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease [that doubting mind] into active thought.”  This is to say, if you have no doubt as to what the parable means, you’ve ceased to allow it to be a parable; you’ve forced it to be a fable or an allegory.  Fred Craddock claims, “The parable as such would be contradicted and destroyed by being explained and applied.”  This is to say, if you can explain the parable, you’ve killed the parable.  More troublingly, if you can apply parable, you’ve missed the point.
Well, this is outrageous to me.  For, what are we here for if not to learn how to live according to God’s will?  What are we here for if not to learn how to apply the gospel to our lives and our world?  Why come to church if what we speak of here has no practical application?  We’re Americans, after all.  We’re doers.  Time is money and we want to live our best life now!  Even I, not known for being practical (I think “flaky” is the word my father used), even I would like to be able to apply my faith to my living.  And I’m not alone, it seems.  To this end, we’ve collectively assumed a formula, and this is it:  we are to love our neighbors as ourselves, the one who is the neighbor is the one who showed mercy, the one showed mercy is the Samaritan, so we’re to go and do likewise as the Samaritan.  Now, I’m no mathematician, but that doesn’t seem to me to add up.  The story Jesus told doesn’t answer the lawyer’s question!
So, we try again.  We’re to love our neighbors as ourselves.  Our neighbors are the ones who show us mercy.  We’re to love the people who show us mercy.  
Well, I can do that!  I bet you can, too!  It’s easy to love people who are merciful toward us—maybe even when those people are gross to us.  It’s easy to love those who are kind and generous with us, even when their kindness takes us by surprise.  Really, these are exactly the sort of people I’m ready to love.  So, now all we need to do is find the people who show us mercy.  
How do we do that?  
Well, how did the person in the story do that?
Oh.  He went down that dangerous road.  
Jesus was just talking about traveling amidst dangerous territory.  Sending his twelve disciples out, and then sending out seventy more, he told them, “Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money—not even an extra tunic.”  He warned them, “See, I am sending you out like lambs into the midst of wolves,” but he refused them any back-up plan in case things go terribly wrong.  “4Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals.”  Most of all he refused them the right to take vengeance on those who rejected their offer of vulnerable kindness.  The disciples even asked, just to be sure, of a Samaritan village that turned them away, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?”  But he stuck to his original plan, rebuking them for this idea, reminding them just to wipe the dust of the village from their feet and to move on*, demonstrating 55

the directions he made explicit in Matthew’s gospel: “Be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.
Well, I don’t like to be vulnerable, and lately I’ve been feeling very vulnerable—and I don’t mean in small ways but in big ways, really big ways.  Maybe it’s my turning 40 this year—I’m feeling my mortality.  Maybe it’s that my kids are still young enough to be vulnerable themselves but old enough to be going out into the world—a world I want so desperately to be safe, to be stable.  Bad economic news, bad environmental news, bad political news, bad news about the health and wellbeing of so many in our society: these are specters that haunt my daily reading of the newspaper, which I usually read with coffee but would like lately to take in with a side of Xanax.  These are specters also that have me avoiding prayer even as I need prayer—for to approach God in prayer is to acknowledge our vulnerability, my vulnerability, which is more than I can do sometimes.  That our lives are a gift; that our existence, every day, every moment, is something we’re neither entitled to nor can earn; that the future is unknown and unknowable; that for all the power we’ve achieved—we as a species, we as a nation of people, we as this small group of relatively successful adults—we yet cannot guarantee the safety and security of ourselves and those we love: this is sometimes more than I can bear.  We live, though in a lovely place, in an awesome world, yet also in the valley of the shadow of death, and stretching before is a dangerous road.  It is one we could travel in armored vehicles; such defensive driving is one of the first things we learn when we first set out on our own.  But this isn’t what Christ means for us to do.  We’re travel not defensively but faithfully. And if this is how we proceed, our greatest hope is that we’ll be met by people who show us God’s mercy and who move us to love.  
But, of course, this isn’t a foregone conclusion; this isn’t what will naturally happen, what we’ll naturally do.  This is a decision we need to make—and one we’d need to make in resistance to the terrible temptation we face, that in travelling such a road we’d make our own security our highest priority, that in travelling such a road we’d do so well-armed and defended.  This is a decision we need to make, and one we would make, it seems to me, only in the faith that God is sovereign and eternal to save; that God’s gospel of justice and mercy, of peace and forgiveness, has gone global; that God’s people are here, there and everywhere.  
“Go and do likewise,” Jesus said.  I wonder what the lawyer did.
Thanks be to God.
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