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THE ELEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Neighborliness
Ephesians 4:25-5:2; Luke 10:25-37

I was captivated by the opening words of this passage in Paul’s letter
to the Christians in Ephesus.  In almost casual way, Paul encourages his
friends to “speak the truth to your neighbors.”  I suspected that by “speaking
the truth” Paul meant more than telling them that their grass is too tall or their
parties go on too late or their dog’s excursions into your yard result in a mine
field.  Explaining further, Paul (who, by the way, traveled constantly and never
seemed to have a permanent address) had in mind little things like being
angry but not sinning (I am thinking this rules out revenge), providing
meaningful work, helping the needy, and saying only kind words.

Thinking I might find a poignant story or two to illustrate what Paul had
in mind, I did the requisite Google search for “good neighbor stories.”  Two
kinds of stories popped up.  On one hand I discovered multiple stories of
“neighbors from hell,” those people who spend the day fine tuning the exhaust
system on their street cars or motorcycles, the garage band who practices
late into the night without using the garage door closer, the spiteful neighbor
who fills her side yard next to your house with horse manure, and the
neighbor who got out of jail, won the lottery, and built a demolition derby track
in the back yard of his upscale estate.  The other kind of stories I discovered
were the ones that told of ways in which people went out in search of ways to
be good neighbors: painting a fence for an ailing neighbor; decorating the
Christmas tree for an elderly couple; meeting neighbors with a gift of
homemade goodies, and actually stopping to help a stranded motorist on the
side of the highway.

The first stories involving horrible neighbors seemed suited for Paul’s
advice to speak truth and be angry but not to sin.  The second stories
reminded me of Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan and seemed in keeping
with all of Jesus’ teaching to help other people in need.  Yet I suspected that
neither of these types of neighborliness is what the Samaritan parable is really
about.  So after reflecting on Paul’s words about being a good neighbor and
wondering what neighborliness Jesus had in mind, I decided to revisit the
parable of the Good Samaritan, the unnamed person who embodies the
concept of neighborliness in scripture.  
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The reason I started thinking about neighborliness in the first place was
recent news events.  Just a few weeks ago in Aurora, Colorado, a gunman
burst into a movie theater and opened fire.  Twelve people died.  Dozens
were injured.  Last Sunday, a gunman burst into a Sikh temple in Minnesota,
opened fire, and killed six people.  Thinking about Jesus’ parable and
wondering with which of the characters we identify, I realized that I reacted
more strongly to the shooting in the movie theater because I could see myself
in that situation.  I have never been in a Sikh temple and did not have the
same immediate connection to that story as I did to the first.

The third news event that caused me to think about neighborliness was
the landing of the Mars rover which will send back vital information about the
environment of the Red Planet.  Some scientists are even talking about
colonizing Mars.  I began to wonder, what makes us think we can be good
neighbors to Martians, if we find any, when we can’t even be good neighbors
to people across the world or across town?  What do we need to understand
about neighborliness that we have not yet understood?

Jesus’ story is neither about being kind and helpful to people who don’t
deserve it nor about doing a good turn daily, both of which are actually good
ways to live one’s life.  Keep in mind that Jews despised Samaritans.  They
considered their distant kin to be half-breeds and deserters of the faith.
According to a Jew, dogs held a higher position in life than a Samaritan.  So
the fact that the Samaritan helped the Jew who had been mugged is like
taking a chocolate cake to your neighbor who wrote his initials in your yard
with weed killer.  Such an act fulfills Jesus’ command to “do unto others as
you would have them do unto you,” but it is not the point of this story.

Neither is the Scout slogan: Do a good turn daily.  We ought to look for
ways to help other people on a regular basis.  Vegetables need to be shared,
grass ought to be cut, doors should be opened, errands can be run, flat tires
need to be fixed.  The Samaritan, however, was not looking for service hours.
He was likely on business and had things to do and places to go.  The Jericho
to Jerusalem road was dangerous as the story proves.  Stopping to help the
wounded Jew was more than a simple act of kindness.

I identified more with the people who sat in a dark theater watching an
action movie than with an unfamiliar group of people practicing an unfamiliar
religion.  With whom do you identify?  The Samaritan or the Jew?
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I am betting that you identify with the Samaritan.  Even if you are not
certain you would stop to help, you see this story through his eyes.  In truth,
we may have more in common with the priest and the Levite who pass by on
the other side.  In part, that is Jesus’ intent.  Yet, I think because we have
heard the story so many times and have been taught that we are supposed
to be the Samaritan that we watch the story through those eyes rather than
through the eyes of the Jew.  It is the Jew, however, with whom most of the
people who first heard the story identified because they were Jews.

We who hear the story are the man in the ditch.  We are the ones who
are wounded and in need of help.  We are the ones who have been robbed
and left for dead.  We are the ones who pray that the priest will stop and
moan desperately when the Levite passes by.  We are the ones who
ordinarily would cringe should a Samaritan even dare to touch us but who,
because of our desperate need, are grateful when even the one we despise
stops to help.  We are not the Samaritan, however.  At least not yet.

How do we become the Good Samaritan?  How do we get to the point
at which we are able to follow Jesus’ admonition to “Go and do likewise”?

Being kind to a nasty neighbor and choosing to go about doing good
deeds requires a change of mind in most cases.  We have to consciously
decide to behave in a different way toward people we do not like or do not
know.  Tom Long suggests that in order to be a Good Samaritan we have to
have a change of heart.

He cites a study by Robert Wuthnow, a Princeton researcher who
conducted a study to learn why some people act with compassion and
generosity and others do not.  One of the subjects of that study was a man
named Jack Casey.  Listen to Tom Long’s version of Mr. Casey’s story:

Jack Casey [was] a rescue squad worker who had little
reason to be a Good Samaritan.  Casey was raised in a tough
home, the child of an alcoholic father.  He once said, "All my
father ever taught me is that I didn't want to grow up to be like
him."

But something happened to Jack when he was a child that
changed his life, changed his heart.  He was having surgery one
day, and he was frightened.  He remembers the surgical nurse
standing there and compassionately reassuring him. "Don't



1Tom Long, “Meeting the Good Samaritan,” Day1 (July 15, 2007); available online at:
http://day1.org/1051-meeting_the_good_samaritan.
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worry," she said to Jack.  "I'll be here right beside you no matter
what happens."  And when Jack woke up again, she was true to
her word and still there.

Years later, Jack Casey, now a paramedic, was sent to the
scene of a highway accident.  A man was pinned upside down in
his pickup truck, and as Jack was trying to get him out of the
wreckage, gasoline was dripping down on both of them.  The
rescuers were using power tools to cut the metal, so one spark
could have caused everything to go up in flames.  The driver was
frightened, crying out how scared he was of dying.  Jack
remembered what had happened to him long ago on the
operating table, how that nurse had spoken tenderly to him and
stayed with him, and he said and did the same thing for the truck
driver, "Look, don't worry," he said, "I'm right here with you, I'm
not going anywhere."  When I said that, Jack remembered later,
I was reminded of how that nurse had said the same thing and
she never left me.  Days later, the rescued truck driver said to
Jack, "You know, you were an idiot, the thing could have
exploded and we'd both have been burned up!"

"I just couldn't leave you," Jack said.1

Long suggests that something happened to Jack Casey that
transformed him into a Good Samaritan that day.  When he was a child in a
life or death situation–just like the Jew in the ditch–someone was there to take
care of him and reassure him that he was not alone.  When the truck driver
needed someone to stay with him–even though both their lives were in
danger–Jack Casey did not have to think whether or not he needed to be kind
or whether he had done his good turn for the day.  He did not have to think at
all–he acted.  In the same way, the Samaritan stopped to help the wounded
Jew probably because of some heart-changing experience in his own life.  It
did not matter that this wounded man probably despised him.  It only mattered
that someone needed his help and his compassion kicked in.

I have been fortunate that I have never been in a terrible wreck or found
myself in a life or death situation.  I have never undergone risky surgery or
had to endure weeks of life-changing chemotherapy.  I have not yet needed
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anyone to hold my hand on the narrow ledge between life and death.  Do I
have anything to draw on in order to experience a change of heart and
become a Good Samaritan?

I do.  Not only two thousand years ago but today Jesus Christ offered
his life for my life.  Day by day I experience the compassion of One who loves
me more than his own life.  Moment by moment I witness the selfless
generosity of someone who would rather lose his own life so that I might live.

Some of you have experienced firsthand the sacrificial compassion of
another person who risked or even gave his or her life for yours.  You all have
experienced that kind of compassion in Jesus Christ because we are all the
wounded souls on the side of the road whom Christ stops to help.  Such
compassion is life-changing.  Such compassion is heart-changing.

It is important that we speak the truth to our neighbors and do so
without sinning as Paul encouraged.  It is important that we help other people
with their needs.  But neighborliness such as Jesus described is acting out of
compassion rather than simply trying to be kind.  It is self-giving rather than
merely giving something of one’s self.  It is not simply identifying with people
in a theater or temple or earthquake.  Neighborliness is rushing into those
places without thought for yourself other than how grateful you are that God
in Christ has rushed in for you!  The lawyer asked Jesus to define who is
neighbor was.  Jesus wanted him to understand what it takes to be a good
neighbor.  Jesus wants us to move from being the person in the ditch to being
the Good Samaritan.  He wants us to change our hearts as well as our minds
so that we do not have to think about what we will do to help someone in
need.  Instead, we will respond as God in Christ responds for us–by giving
completely of ourselves.  As the lawyer admitted to Jesus, neighborliness is
showing mercy to another.  As Jesus said, “Go and do likewise.”  Amen.



July 12, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of power and might, we have seen your great works of creation all
around us and have felt your transforming presence within us, and we are a
people renewed because of your grace.  We worship you, O God, who
brought your people Israel out of captivity in Egypt and who rescued us from
our captivity to sin.  But we do not praise you because of what you’ve done
for us but because of who you are and because you have called us to be your
people.

God of love and compassion, we lift up to you the seemingly endless
needs all around us.  Our lives are bombarded with images of those who are
suffering.  Make us not indifferent to their pain but give us strength to respond
to and share in it.  Help us to see their pain and their need not as judgment
upon them but as a challenge for us to extend your mercy and as a call to
service.  We lift up those in this congregation who are sick, especially those
in our hospitals and nursing homes.  Help us to demonstrate your love to
them in tangible ways, and help us to offer support and encouragement to
their families as they share in the pain of someone they love.  May we be
present for those who mourn and those who are lonely.  Give us the words to
say that we might bring comfort, and when there are no words that can be
said, give us the wisdom simply to remain with them and to share your
strength in the midst of their insecurity.

God of peace and comfort, we have experienced brokenness in our
world, in our relationships, in our minds and bodies, in our own hearts.  As
much as we would convince ourselves that we can remain in control, life
teaches us so often that we cannot heal ourselves but must rely on the
generosity of strangers, the support of loved ones and especially upon your
grace.  Only you, O Lord,  can move in history so that nations and peoples
can begin to heal ancient divisions.  Only you can open our hearts to trust
those in our communities and work places, in our neighborhoods and families
so that relationships can begin to mend.  Only you can touch the scars from
our past, the sting of wounds still open, and our fears about the future which
we carry deep in our souls so that we might know respite and begin to find
wholeness.  Quiet our restless spirits, O God, and teach us in all of the
circumstances of our lives to place our trust in you.  

In the name of the One who came that we might have abundant and
joyful life now and hope for all our days to come, even Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards, Associate Minister


