Proper 10C 2010
Luke 10:25-37

“A View From the Ditch”

“The first thing we do,” said the character in Shakespeare’s Henry VI, “is kill all the lawyers” (part 2, act 4, scene 2). Ouch! What did the lawyers ever do to poor old William? Maybe nothing. Maybe Shakespeare was familiar with the context of the parable of the Good Samaritan, and shared the dislike widely expressed about the lawyer who asks Jesus a question to “test” Jesus and also to justify his own (the lawyer’s) behavior. The lawyer asks, “If I am to love God and my neighbor as myself, then who is my neighbor?”

I guess this guy never watched Sesame Street. “Who are the people in your neighborhood? In your neighborhood? In your neighborhood? Say who are the people in your neighborhood? They’re the people that you meet, when you are walking down the street. They’re the people that you meet each day!”
The Sesame Street song is pretty popular as is the story of the Good Samaritan. Actually, the Good Samaritan story may just be the most popular story of the entire New Testament. It is so popular that the term “Good Samaritan” has been taken over and employed as common usage in every day secular society. It is so popular that the series finale of fan favorite TV show, Seinfeld, was based upon a violation of a Good Samaritan law. Although Seinfeld was a comedic TV show, Good Samaritan laws do exist in some states. 
In legal terms, a good Samaritan refers to someone who renders aid in an emergency to an injured person on a voluntary basis. A person is not obligated by law to do first aid in most states, not unless it's part of a job description. However, some states will consider it an act of negligence though, if a person doesn't at least call for help and render basic aid. 
In society, we have come to accept that Good Samaritan acts involve persons in desperate need in an emergency situation because that is the scenario Jesus describes in attempting to respond to the lawyer’s question about who is or who is not my neighbor, which is actually a perfectly good question. 

Basically, Jesus is saying that everyone is your neighbor. “It’s the people that you meet, when you are walking down the street, it’s the people that you meet each day.” But that puts us in a bind, doesn’t it. Think of the daily demands that other people are ready to make on your limited resources of time, energy, and money. Who can be excluded from neighborly care while we still maintain a clean conscience?
Everyday for instance I meet people who want at least a little bit of my attention and sometimes my money. Our previous bishop, Bp Borsch, writes, “In my present work I have relationships, with clergy, staff, trustees, friends, family, benefactors, parishioners and people I see each day. Now and then, (states Bp Borsch) with a good night’s sleep and someone’s pat on the back, I might dare to feel I can manage it all. But most days I realize I would be overwhelmed if I tried to share myself or my worldly possessions with all these people.”

So, the real question the lawyer was asking wasn’t who is my neighbor but who is NOT my neighbor. In other words, since I can’t care for everyone who is down and out, tell me Jesus, where do I draw the line?

I have an answer to this question, but it is not what we typically think when we read or hear this story. You see, the only way to determine who your neighbor is or isn’t is by viewing the story from the ditch in other words from the perspective of the beaten man not from the point of view of the Samaritan. So, generally we get this story all wrong. We are NOT the Good  Samaritan, we are the beaten man. 
As a result, this story isn’t about doing good for some poor unfortunate person. Shockingly, you are not a Good Samaritan simply because you stop to help someone in a car accident. We need to put aside this hero complex we have. This is what Bp Borsch was talking about. Because, as Sesame Street implies everyone is our neighbor. Thus, when does it stop? Where do we draw lines since we can’t take care of every body in need? 
Where do we draw the line? Easy. The answer is: stop being a hero. Stop thinking that God gives one wit about your good deeds which earn you points. You can’t earn your way into heaven or God’s graces. And yet if you insist, then speak to me after the service because I have 6 degrees to Kevin Bacon to relieve you of all of your time, assets and resources as you try to be the Good Samaritan. Remember, the Good Samaritan paid for everything! And he did it for as long as it took until the injured man recovered. Jesus does not draw a line as the lawyer attempts to get him to do. So, for all of you who understand this story to be about doing good deeds and giving all to help the less fortunate, great! But know that you will either wind up broke or with a guilty conscience because you weren’t able to help all in need. 
Look, if the world could have been saved by providing good examples to which we could respond with appropriately good works, it would have been saved an hour and twenty minutes after Moses came down from Mount Sinai. Salvation is not some felicitous state to which we can lift ourselves by our own bootstraps after the contemplation of sufficiently good examples. It is an utterly new creation into which we are brought by our death in Jesus’ death and our resurrection in his resurrection. Salvation comes not out of our own efforts, however well inspired or successfully pursued, but out of the shipwreck of all human effort whatsoever. So, therefore, if there is any ministering to be imitated in the Good Samaritan’s example, it is the ministry to Jesus in his passion, as that passion is to be found in the least of his brothers/sisters, namely, the hungry, thirsty, depressed, anxious, naked and sick. It is in these whom he dwells and through whom he invites us to become his neighbors in death and resurrection.
Okay, that was a bit heavy. Let me back off a bit and try it this way. If this story is not about us taking care of those in need, then what is it all about? It is a story about grace. It is about being the man in the ditch not the Good Samaritan. What is to be imitated is not the Samaritan’s moral uprightness in doing good deeds but his spiritual insight into the truly bizarre working of the mystery of redemption. The lawyer is told by Jesus, in effect, to stop trying to live and be willing to die, to be willing to be lost rather than to be found, to be, in short, a neighbor to the One who, in the last of his brothers/sisters, is already a neighbor to the whole world of losers. We are being invited into lostness in order to experience grace fully and then to live it out as a gift.
Let me tell you a story which I hope illustrates many of the themes I am trying to bring out of this parable by Jesus. I have shared with you previously that when I was in my late teen years and early 20s that I was in a motorcycle gang. And a gang it was. Some of the members were on a par with the Hell’s Angels. The others certainly wanted to be. I was a member because I was writing an anthropological paper on a subcultural group in society for a college course.
When one of the members with whom I became good friends was to get married, he asked Janice and me to be in the wedding party. We agreed. The wedding actually took place in a church, and surprisingly the gang members were very well behaved. I believe this was because most of them were tripping on LSD and were enjoying immensely the stained glass windows which kept them introspective and well behaved.
Well, after the reception back at the groom’s house, all were invited back to the clubhouse for more partying. Janice and I went. Unfortunately, not many others did the same. About 5 members and a couple girlfriends were there. It started to get late and a bit edgy as members did more drugs and alcohol. Janice and I agreed, at about 2AM, that it was time to leave. Remember, I was probably 20 years old and Janice was 18 years old and still living at home. We bid our goodbyes and as we rose and approached the door, a member blocked the door. “Hey, where are you going, man? It is still early yet. Don’t you want to party with us?” he said as he handed me a bottle of wine laced with LSD and ogled Janice. The others grunted their approval.

I suddenly felt fear. I felt trapped. I felt like this could get ugly real quickly. As the wolves were nipping at our ankles, I voice rang out, “Awww, let them go.” It was the voice of one of the leaders. He then approached us and putting his massive arms around us said, “Go on home. It’s late.” 
Now, one might say that we experienced grace at that moment. Trapped in the den of several lascivious wolves, beatings and assault were surely going to occur. But in truth, being set free was more a sense of relief than grace. It is not grace when you don’t study for a test and when you show up for class the teacher is sick and thus the test is suspended for the day. That’s not grace. That is relief. In my story grace came from another direction.

The leader who spoke up and saved us was someone I had known a few years prior. You see, he was dating (going steady was term back then) with a particular girl. He had visions of marriage because they had dated for some time. Actually, they lived next door to one another. Their families were friends.

It all came to a crashing halt when his girlfriend and I met while working together. She broke up with him because of me (later on I discovered she had a few other guys she was dating at the same time also). But for some reason it was me whom this fellow focused on. On one occasion, he was about to beat me to a pulp which he could have done easily. So, to say that he hated me was an understatement. I am sure there were several times where he wanted to see me hurt or killed. And now he had the chance……….and he didn’t take it.
Who is your neighbor? S/he is the one who comes to your aid. It is not those whom you meet while walking down the street each day. The neighbor is the one who comes to your rescue when no one else will. And that could be anyone-------even someone who is your enemy. That is the point of Samaritan in the story. Jews and Samaritans hated one another. It would be like a Hutu saving a Tutsi. Your neighbor is the one who extends kindness simply because you are in a tough situation and need help. And why do we assist people when they are down and out or depressed or sick or hurting or suffering?
Why did this fellow save us that night? I can tell you that it was not because he was an honorable, moral person. Far from it! He was nasty and mean. Then why did he do it?  I think he did it because he saw the potential hurt to Janice and me. And he entered that hurt. He entered our suffering, our death, our pain. Having felt the hurt of losing someone he loved, he related that hurt to our potential hurt. He identified with it, and decided to do what he could to prevent it even though I am sure he had wished for just such a situation to occur. Even karma was on his side, but not Christ. Jesus steps into our woundedness. He suffers our sufferings. He hurts our hurts. He identifies with us in order to show us that this is how God is. God identifies with us and therein lies our redemption. It is all about lostness, death and hurt not acting like a good Christian who counts up the beads of their good deeds before going to bed at night.
And here is where I want to get theological. We are ALL beaten, suffering, hurt and lost. We are ALL the guy in the ditch. And there is no way out! The Christian life is not about doing good deeds. Rather, it is about seeing our own suffering, sin, lostness and bereftness and realizing that our God comes to meet us in it-----right in the middle of that ditch. God crawls down to be with us; we don’t lift ourselves up to meet God. And that is grace. We are not the Good Samaritan. We are not heroes. God is the Good Samaritan, and we are the guy who is beaten and left for dead. Redemption, salvation is granted to us by a God who climbs into our skin to be with us in our pain for no other reason than God loves us.
As long as the most important thing in your life is to keep finding your way, you are going to live in mortal terror of losing it. However, once you are willing to be lost, once you are willing to die, then you will be home free. Your being in the ditch is the one thing no one will ever be able to take away from you because there is nothing to take away. The only ticket anybody needs is the one ticket everybody already has, and, like the Samaritan, has chosen to use it. So, come on. Sit down and let’s get lost together. Then you will be my neighbor and I will be yours.
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