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“Could it be . . . ”
Psalm 82 & Luke 10:25-37
On Sunday, September 24, 2006 several hundred delegates gathered at the Thompson Memorial Chapel on the campus of Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts to attend the closing worship celebration of a three-day conference on missions.  It was “on an August afternoon in 1806 that five students from the college met in a field to talk and pray and, like so many young people, to dream of a better world.”  (Haystack Bicentennial Celebration, Williamstown, Massachusetts, September 22-24, 2006)

A sudden thunderstorm forced them to seek shelter under a haystack.  Within two years of that fateful day the students organized an alliance on missions and by 1810 the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions was formed.  

It was out of that beginning that the American foreign missions movement was born.  By 1812 missionaries were on their way to India.  By the end of the decade they had found their way to Hawai‘i in 1820.
I had an opportunity to travel with four other delegates from Hawai‘i to Williamstown.  We were invited to lead a workshop on the lessons we are learning with regard to the impact of the American missionary movement on Hawai‘i.
It was at the closing worship celebration that a young man named Bart Campolo served as the worship leader.  Campolo is the founder of Mission Year, a national Christian service program recruiting young adults to work in inner-city neighborhoods in partnership with local churches.
If the name Campolo sounds familiar to some of you, it is because he is a PK – a preacher’s kid.  His father Tony Campolo is a well-known preacher and author of several books.
The young Campolo challenged us to consider what it means for us to be in mission in our own day and time.  He did that by retelling the parable of the Good Samaritan.  He did it in a way that sounded familiar; in a way that we remember the parable.  

In our reading from The Gospel According to Luke, a lawyer asked Jesus a question one day:  “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Jesus does not respond with an answer but with a question.  The lawyer answers and then Jesus answers.

Wanting to justify himself, the lawyer asked Jesus another question:  “And who is my neighbor?”  Jesus does not respond with an answer but with a parable.  The lawyer answers and then Jesus answers again.  We have come to know the story as the parable of the Good Samaritan.
The parable comes to us from The Gospel According to Luke.  All throughout his gospel, Luke continually emphasizes that people on the edges of the society in which he was living are included in God’s reign.  God’s reign is open to all – the outcasts, the lonely, the sick, women and children.  

In the parable Jesus does not simply praise the Samaritan for his compassionate response to the man who was beaten and robbed.   By including the priest and the Levite in the story he manages to criticize the religious leaders for their lack of response.
In ancient Israel the word Samaritan was  an ethnic term for residents of the district of Samaria.  Although the term appears only once in the Old Testament in the account of the settlement of Mesopotamia in the region by the Assyrians, enough is said that we know they were considered ti be foreigners by the Israelites.  The Samaritans made gods of their own which they placed “in the shrines of the high places which the Samaritans had made” (2 Kings 17:29). (Harper’s Bible Dictionary, Paul J. Achtemeier, General Editor, Harper & Row Publishers, San Francisco, 1985, page 898)
In the New Testament, the word “Samaritan” is used to refer both to the ethnic as well as religious community based in the area around Mt. Gerizim (John 4:1-42) and in villages throughout the region (Matthew 10:5; Luke 9:52).  As such, Samaritans might be encountered in villages neighboring Samaria or even on the roadway between Jerusalem and Jericho (Luke 17:11-19; 10:29-37) 
We know from the biblical text that the Jews and Samaritans shared a common heritage through Jacob (John 4:12) but differ significantly in terms of the center of their worship and a number of religious traditions.  The Samaritans were regarded as descendants of a mixed population between Jews and Samaritans.  In spite of their shared heritage and bloodlines, they were considered as foreigners by the Jews and so a mutual hatred between Jews and Samaritans was something that they also shared for centuries (Op.cit.,  page 353).

Jesus knew all of this and so when he chooses to tell the parable he assumes that those hearing him know about the Samaritans, the priests and the Levites.  He assumes that they know about the bitter tension between Jews and Samaritans (John 4:9).

It is with this background of hatred that the Samaritan, rather than the priest or Levite, proves to be a neighbor to the man who fell among robbers.  It is a shocking turn for many who hear the parable.  Whatever notions anyone may have of who are and who are not the people of God is turned upside.

Campolo reminded us about what we remember about the parable of the Good Samaritan.  He reminded us about the priest, the Levite, the man who was stripped, beaten, robbed and left for dead, and the innkeeper.  

It may be that the priest was afraid to touch the man who had been beaten.  He was probably on his way to the Temple and believed that by attending to his wounds and coming into contact with the man’s blood, he would render himself unclean and so he made certain that he passed by on the other side.  
It may be that the Levite was in a hurry to get to the Temple and like the priest decided it was best not to do anything lest he also become unclean.  
What is surprising about the Samaritan is that he not only stops when he came near him and saw him, he goes to him and bandages his wound because he felt compassion.  Then he puts him on his own animal, brings him to an inn, and takes care of him.

When he leaves the next day he gives the innkeeper some money and asks him to take care of the man and if that isn’t enough, he tells the innkeeper that he will return to pay him for the cost for whatever care he provides.  It is then that Jesus asks the lawyer, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who feel into the hands of the robbers?”

When the lawyer answers, “The one who showed him mercy,” Jesus says to him, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:37).  I suspect most of us would find the parable heartwarming.  I even suspect most of us would say we would like to believe we are like the good Samaritan and that we would do the same.

But I have a feeling some if not most of us would be cautious like the priest and reluctant like the Levite.  As we consider the question for ourselves, “Who is our neighbor?” we may well insist it’s not the 12 million illegal aliens who are in the United States at the present time.  They need to go back where they came from.
“Who is our neighbor?” Well, it certainly isn’t those suffering with AIDS.  Oh, yes we know some of them are innocent children and we know some may have become infected by transfusions they may have received from a tainted blood supply.  But as far as those who are addicted to drugs or engaging in unsafe sex, they get what they deserved.

“Who is our neighbor?”  They are those who get a good education and work hard and make money.  Why should we provide any help to those who are too lazy to work and end up on welfare?

“Who is our neighbor?”  It’s not those terrorists who want to destroy our way of life.  Whoever they are they deserve no mercy.  In fact, as one general recently declared, the only thing terrorists respond to is force and we have the force to destroy them and they know it.
When the man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, he fell among robbers.  The priest and the Levite came down that same road.  When they saw the man, passed by him, and went on their way to the Temple, they had in that very moment lost their way.  Showing mercy to others in the Temple is easy in the same way it is easy for us to show mercy to one another here in church.

Campolo insisted that if we are to be about the mission of the church then we must take heed of those whom we meet on all the “roads” we travel - to and from church.  Campolo said to those of us who sat in the early afternoon light on that September day in the Thompson Memorial Chapel:  “We know about the priest and the Levite.  We know about the Samaritan.  We know about the innkeeper.  But we know almost nothing about the man who fell among the robbers.”

And then he asked:  “Could it be that the man who fell among the robbers was Jesus?”  “Could it be that he was able to tell the parable because of something that happened to him and of how he felt when someone came to him and showed mercy?”  “Could it be that after experiencing such mercy that he was compelled to ‘go and do likewise?’”
There is no evidence to indicate that the man in the parable was Jesus.  But Campolo’s questions compel us to consider those moments when we have experienced God’s mercy in our own lives and in considering such moments to be mindful that we must ‘go and do likewise.’
May the God of mercy and justice grant to each of us courage and strength to go from this place to love God and to love our neighbors as we love ourselves.

Amen.
PAGE  

