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                         Luke 10:25-37


I’d like to take a quick survey as I start this morning.  How many people here are familiar with the parable of the Good Samaritan?  Okay, that looks like just about everyone.  That certainly makes my work a lot easier this morning.  How about you just preach the sermon to yourselves this morning.  Would you take a moment, turn to your neighbor, and explain the point that Jesus was making when he told this story.  What’s the lesson, the moral of this parable?


[Break for conversation.]


So, did you all agree?  How did you describe the moral of the story?  The lesson I have taken from this story myself most of my life is about our obligation to help others in need, even when that person is a stranger.  Jesus seems to be telling the story in order to expand his listener’s definition of the word, “neighbor”.  The commandment to love your neighbor doesn’t just mean loving people who you know or live near.  It also extends to strangers.  That’s such a commonly accepted understanding of this parable that we call people who change the tire of a stranger’s car a “good Samaritan”, and we’ve passed “good Samaritan” laws to protect such people from liability. 


But sometimes, stories in the Bible sound different when you read them as part of a longer story.  We almost always take the Good Samaritan story out of context—before I read it with our Worship Task Group, I couldn’t have told you what story comes before it, or what story comes after it.  But if we read it as part of a larger story that Luke is telling in the course of his Gospel, it starts to sound a lot less like a story about obligation or duty, and a lot more like a story about hospitality.


Last week, we read and discussed the story that directly precedes this one in Luke.  Can anyone remember what that was?  We talked about Jesus sending out 70 of his followers into towns, looking for homes that would welcome them, feed them at their table and receive their simple message that “the Kingdom of God has come near.”  When we talked about this story, we discovered that Jesus cared a lot less about what his disciples were prepared to teach than what they were prepared to receive.  His instructions were in large part instructions on how to be receptive to what others want to give. 


The story that immediately follows the parable of the Good Samaritan is the story of Mary and Martha.  Jesus goes to stay at the home of Mary and Martha, and while Martha is preoccupied with the things she needs to do and to offer in order to be a good host, Mary sits and Jesus feet and receives what he has to give.  Jesus points out in that story that Mary has “chosen the better part”—he complements the one who is open to receiving, not the one who is focused on giving.


When we read the Good Samaritan story along with these other two stories, it starts to sound a bit different.  We start to wonder—is this story really about what we need to do, what we need to give out to the world?  Does Jesus really tell this story in order to heighten our sense of social obligation?  What if we were to read this story as part of a trilogy with the other two stories about the importance of being receptive, of being open to what is offered to you by others?  


In order to read the story in this way, we have to explain what the Samaritan is doing using a totally different moral framework.  Maybe he helps out the man in the ditch not just because he has a better sense of what his social obligations are, or because he has a better understanding of what he can give this hurt man.  Maybe he helps the man in the ditch because he is more able to receive what another person has to offer—even if he’s in great pain.  Maybe he sees this man not as a problem (someone who could take time, make him dirty, make his life complicated) but rather as an invitation to enter into someone else’s life, like the 70 entered the home of a stranger or like Jesus invited Mary.  If he actually saw the hurt man in that way, no wonder he didn’t pass him by!  No wonder he stopped and helped.  No wonder he helped in a way that didn’t just relieve him of a social obligation, but seemed to suggest he wanted to be ongoing relationship with this man, present to him as he hurt and as he healed.  No wonder he responded as he did—he understood that by being open and receptive to what others have to offer, even when what they have to offer is pain and an opportunity to service, that is an opportunity to be fed ourselves.  If the Samaritan really did see himself as a receiver and not as a giver, as a person responding to an invitation and not to an obligation, no wonder he stopped!


My problem with the way in which we usually read the story of the Good Samaritan—the out-of-context reading of this story—is that it seems to ignore that it was people with a high sense of social obligation that walked past the man in the ditch.  Jesus says that a priest and a Levite walked by that man—and I don’t think he says this in order to shame those groups of people, to prove them to be heartless or uncaring or immoral.  I think he uses the example of those two men to show that just because you embark on your day with an intention to act righteously everywhere you go, doesn’t mean you’ll be able to respond to the hurting people in front of you.  I think the priest and Levite have good intentions, they have good values, but somehow their goodness, their righteousness, has filled them up to the point where they can’t receive anything more.  It’s not that they are uncaring—they are just unreceptive.  That’s what happens to people who put all their energy into fulfilling their social obligations, checking things off their list of duties.


What if we told this story differently—what affect would it have on our lives, and our willingness, our ability to respond to others?  What if we went into the world not with a mission to help or fix or solve the problems of the world, but with the mission of the 70?  That is, what if we went into the world looking for open doors, looking for places where we could step in an receive something, a table where we can be fed, a place where we can sit and learn, or even a ditch where we can receive the hurt of another human?  


This is a stretch, I know.  It’s one thing to receive food from a stranger, and quite a different thing to receive their beaten and broken body.  But Jesus knows something about righteousness that we often forget—the more we try to get it, the more we try to claim it for ourselves and lock it into our lives, the more quickly it turns back on us and becomes self-rightousness, exactly the thing that shuts us down, closes us up, and makes us cross to the other side of the street.  But when we stop aiming to be righteous, when we give up any claims of being exemplary or admirable or praiseworthy, and instead just attempt to be open and receptive of the Holy Spirit, something quite remarkable happens.  Our lives start to show forth fruit, the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  


And that is where it all begins.  And so we continue to pray, Come, Holy Spirit.
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