Homily, 15th Sunday in OT, Cycle C

Readings:  Deuteronomy 30:10-14, Psalm 69, Colossians 1:15-20, Luke 10:25-37

Music:

Gathering: #750 God of Day and God of Darkness

Offertory: #419 Deep Within

Communion: Servant Song

Sending Forth: We Are Called

Homily:

[Holding the clay heart] Good morning! 

For more than 25 years now, as an associate of the Sisters of St Joseph, I have been in possession of a symbol made of clay in the shape of a heart with words written on it that say, God and the dear neighbor +. 

In light of the recent tragedies around our nation, I have found that once again I have taken this heart from the top shelf of my desk as a reminder and placed and carried it in my pocket reflecting on all that has happened.

While I reflected on the first reading from Deuteronomy the image of the heart came to mind. What Moses proclaimed to the Israelites was a rather simply message…God has written the commandments and decrees not only in the Book of Law but on our hearts. The word of God is very near to you, it is in your mouth, and in your heart, so that you can keep it.” We draw near, we go deep within and the message is so close, we only have to carry it. But what exactly is it?

The connection with the first reading to the Gospel might help to answer this question. It is such a familiar, heartwarming, tender and “feel good” story that we have heard over and over again, we can probably tell it by heart. There are interesting characters in the story. There’s an expert on the law, the priest, the Levite, the good Samaritan and the one who was robbed. Interesting that we don’t know anything about this person. We don’t know where he’s from, his race, ethnicity, nothing.  
An expert in the Law, a lawyer approaches Jesus with the question, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit everlasting life?” And, just like a good Jewish Rabbi, Jesus responds with a question, but doesn’t answer his question. Jesus wants to know the man’s beliefs. What are they? The lawyer responds, “You will love the Most High God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind and your neighbor as yourself.” and Jesus said, “You have answered correctly. Do this and you will live” The lawyer pressed on, “And just who is my neighbor?” We might think that Jesus would have chosen a faithful Jew for the example, but no – he chooses a Samaritan, the most unlikely person. Jews and Samaritans as we know did not get along in fact we could say that Jesus chose an outcast and maybe even the enemy. 

Barbara Brown Taylor said, “You never really know what is inside a person…we are capable of surprising each other every single day. By inventing this story Jesus put good and Samaritan together into his hearer’s minds for the first time.” Sometimes, she said, “you have to tell a different kind of story before a different kind of future can unfold.” 
I wonder are we hearing this gospel message today, differently in light of the recent tragedies? This story I believe is most fitting in this time and space we live in. 
Taylor recommends that we imagine the most unlikely person to be the good Samaritan… for instance “who is the last person in the world you would want to give you CPR or who is the last person you want to thank for doing something good for you?”

Who is your neighbor? “It’s not the one who looks like you, thinks like you, or worships like you, but the one who shows you mercy [or compassion] when you are most in need of it. Jesus does not care what the man believes just what he does. He’s focus on his actions not his faith.”

David Lose offers some insights:

First, [The Good Samaritan] “sees the man in need, when he was invisible to the priest and Levite who passed him by. Actually, they did see him, and then promptly ignored him. They saw him, but not as a neighbor, perceiving him instead to be a burden, and perhaps even a threat. How often, in conversations about refugees, have we been tempted not to see them as human beings and neighbors, but as burdens and potential threats?

Second, the Samaritan not only sees the man in need as a neighbor, but he draws near to him, coming over to help. The other two gave this man in need a wide berth, creating even more distance between them. But the Samaritan instead goes to him, and becomes vulnerable in that closeness. Vulnerable should it indeed be a trap, but even more so, vulnerable in opening himself to see his pain, misery, and need. Again, how often are we frightened to come close to others simply because we do not want to bear their pain, to be open to their need?

Third, after seeing him and coming close, the Samaritan has compassion on him, tending his wounds, transporting him to the inn, making sure he is taken care of. Seeing is vital, drawing near imperative, yet the final and meaningful gesture is that the Samaritan actually does something about it. Compassion, in this sense, is sympathy put into action. And these three inter-related moves – seeing, drawing near, and having compassion – offer us an example of what it is to be Christ-like, for God in Jesus saw our vulnerability and need, drew near in the Incarnation to embrace us, and in the cross took action by identifying with us to the very end, rising again so that death could no longer dominate us.”

Jesus asks the lawyer and each of us today, “which of the three, in your opinion, was the neighbor to the traveler who was beaten, stripped, and robbed? His answer (and he couldn’t even say the Samaritan) “The one who showed compassion.” 
Jesus chose an outcast to play his role in the story. Jesus uses this example of one who is rejected by the audience listening to this story to demonstrate God’s action in the world. We learn of the connection from this Good Samaritan story that Jesus uses today to what we heard happened in the gospel just two weeks ago. The Samaritans refused to welcome Jesus into their town while he was preparing to move on to Jerusalem. They refused to give him a place to stay. 
Lose goes on to share:
“All of which makes me wonder whether there is another lesson in this parable: that God often shows up where we least expect God to be. No one expected God to reveal God’s glory through the disgrace of the cross. And no one expected, or even wanted, God to reveal God’s power through vulnerability and suffering. But that’s what happened. Perhaps that’s why Jesus chose a Samaritan, to remind this self-justifying lawyer that there is no self-justification possible, because the moment we can justify ourselves we no longer need care about those around us. The consequence of justifying ourselves, it turns out, is to struggle to recognize the presence of God in our neighbors and, even harder, in our enemies. When we fail to see, draw near, and help those we mistrust or fear or just want to ignore, we risk missing the saving presence of God in our lives and in the world. So who, we might ask, do we have the hardest time imagining God working through? And then we should probably expect God to do just that.

But it is not simply a lesson; it is also a promise. God comes where we least expect God to be because God comes for all. The self-justifying lawyer and the outcast Samaritan; the refugees and those who want to keep them out; those in need, those who help them, and those who turn away. No one is beyond the pale of God’s mercy, grace, and redemption. And if we’re not sure, keep in mind that Jesus, as we heard two weeks ago, has set his face to go to Jerusalem, and there he will not only suffer and die on the cross to show us just how far God will go to demonstrate God’s love, but also forgive those who crucify him. No one is beyond the reach of God’s love. No one. And so Jesus brings this home by choosing the most unlikely of characters to serve as the instrument of God’s mercy and grace and exemplify Christ-like behavior. That’s what God does: God chooses people no one expects and does amazing things through them. That was true two thousand years ago, and it will be true this Sunday as well, as God works through our humble, even fragile words to do great things.”

I believe I have witnessed many a Good Samaritan in the past four weeks woven through the tragedies of lives taken in Orlando, St. Paul, Baton Rouge, and Dallas. Many have witnessed as Good Samaritan’s who are calling all of us to a deeper understanding of the systemic problems in our country. Their courageous voices have been raised, they have moved beyond fear and called us to accountability, to bring all of us to greater consciousness whether it is about race relations, gun control, immigration, or good neighbor practices. 

God has given us a way to live, it is written in our hearts. Our hearts once again, over and over again have been broken opened at the shock, disbelief, sorrow and grief. There are no words really, but it shouldn’t stop us from joining others in a campaign of sorts to seek out the dear neighbor, to be the dear neighbor, to take action to bring about a different world, a renewed world. 

When I first learned the name of the shooter in Dallas and heard his name, Micah, right away my thoughts went to the prophet Micah. This young man fell short of the meaning behind his name. I don’t know if I will ever be able to forgive his actions, however I did think about the fact that no one is born with evil in their hearts, no one is born with hate or prejudice. What must we do to ensure that love wins out, that love conquers all? The prophet Micah said, “What is good has been explained to you, this is what God asks of you, only this: to act justly, to love tenderly and to walk humbly with your God. 

That is what Good Samaritans in our society do and they do it by going deep within to the God who is very near to us. We are called to draw near to our neighbor. The dear neighbor was indeed the Good Samaritan. Let us find ways to be the good neighbor and go and do the same. As Barbara Brown Taylor stated, “Sometimes we have to tell a different kind of story before a different kind of future can unfold.” 
