Boundaries

Luke 10:25-37

In the immortal words of Sly and the Family Stone, “There is the long hair that doesn’t like the short hair for being such a rich one that will not help the poor one.  Different strokes for different folks.  And so on and so on and scooby dooby dooby.”  It was a great hit in its day and also happened to be quite relevant to its time.  It was written in ’68 at the height of the Civil Rights Movement, the same year that Dr. Martin Luther King was assassinated, a time when boundaries separating people by class and race were all too prevalent.  As a child, I vividly recall going to the state exhibit building and reading the signs above the restrooms and water fountains: “Whites Only; Colored Only.”  Schools and neighborhoods were almost completely segregated.  Fear and eventually violence were the motivators for maintaining status quo.  One former public safety director of my city was known for using the city’s garbage trucks to arrest black residents found outside their own neighborhoods at night with four or more others.

Later, when my family and I moved to Georgia, the good folks of the little church I pastored pointed out the markings on the wooden beams inside the sanctuary of the 175 year old chapel, where walls partitioned off the congregation.  Front and port were for white men, front and starboard for white women; aft port and starboard for slave men and women.  All together under one sanctuary, as long as the physical boundaries were well maintained.  Fifty years after the Civil War, the partitions came down and the black members moved down the street to start their own church, with the full financial backing of the remaining congregation, of course.  Ironically, the original church was more unified when they had the physical boundaries than they were when the walls came down.  Boundaries.

There are many kinds of boundaries in this world.  Some of them are necessary in order to distinguish that which belongs to you from that which belongs to me.  As such, sometimes good fences really do make good neighbors.  But all too often, there are other boundaries that only serve as extensions of hatred, prejudice, ignorance, and unresolved conflict.  The Berlin Wall, the 38th Parallel to name a few of history’s more obvious ones.  Jesus knew all about boundaries.  They were just as prevalent in his day as they are in ours.  In the narrative leading up to the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus is faced with a lawyer who wanted to trap him in the controversy of boundaries.  He first asked Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  An innocent sounding question, but not when we consider who is asking the question.  This was a lawyer, an expert in the Scriptures.  He knew the answer and hoped to prove that Jesus was not the true representative for the chosen people.  So when Jesus prevailed in this verbal contest, the lawyer tried one more time.  Hopefully, Jesus would fall into this trap.  “And who is my neighbor?”  

In his day, neighbors were defined by certain boundaries and rules that defined how a Jew should relate to a gentile or a Samaritan, how a priest should associate with an Israelite, how men should relate to women, how the foreigner should be treated and so on.  And those within each boundary had their own power, prestige, privilege and position, their own place in society.  So for first century Judaism, keeping these boundaries well established was not only important, but all-important.  The lawyer’s question begged Jesus to answer in accordance with boundaries.  And unlike Mr. Roger’s neighborhood, it was not such a beautiful day in the neighborhood, a beautiful day for a neighbor, would you be mine?  No.  Some neighbors were not neighbors, with whom one does not associate.  To paraphrase a children’s rhyme, some of the neighbors were in, and some of the neighbors were out.  And some who were only halfway in were neither in nor out.  In other words, everybody knew his or her place, and if someone forgot, then it would not be for long.  There were certain penalties for forgetting. 

Jesus crossed boundaries.  He regularly worshipped and taught in the synagogue, and at the same time ate and drank with tax collectors, prostitutes and other sinners.  Such neighborliness had its price and the lawyer wanted to put Jesus in his place.  “Who is my neighbor?”  Jesus answers with a story.

In the parable, he paints a vivid picture of an unfortunate soul, the victim of bandits, thugs who held no value for life.  It was an all too believable story.  Thieves lurked all along the road leading from Jerusalem to Jericho, and many a person found themselves in the same position as this man in the story.  As such, the man could have been a wealthy landowner or a trader in fabric, an Israelite or a foreigner, who knows.  The only thing important about him in the story was that he was a victim in sore need of assistance.  Have you ever been down that road?

Picture this.  I’m driving along in my automobile on Interstate 20, on my way back from Dallas, heading towards Shreveport.  At the time, I was a lowly seminary student, pastoring a church on a weekly commute.  I had just made it to Tyler Texas, famous for their Roses, when my car made a terrible knocking noise.  I later learned that this is the sound a car makes when the driver allows the oil in the crankcase to run dry.  Yes, I suppose there are times when my middle name should be “Doe doe Head.”  After burying my car at the Tyler Salvage Yard, I began thumbing for a ride.  This was early September, triple digit weather.  After twenty minutes, I was drenched from head to toe.  Then, salvation came along in the form of a big, black Cadillac that slowed down and pulled up behind me.  “Hop in!  We’re heading for Shreveport.”  I thanked the good Lord and climbed in the French Corinthian leather upholstered back seat, where I basked in my own overhead air conditioner.  Much better.  These were oilmen from Kilgore making their way to a business meeting.  They say everything is bigger in Texas.  In this case, it was true.  These were big men, in a big car with what turned out to be big mouths.  After telling me a string of profoundly profane jokes, they opened an ice chest filled with airline size bottles of Jim Beam, Jack Daniels and Old Crow and by the looks of the empty bottles on the floor, both driver and passenger were in no pain.  Now, here I was, a victim of my own undoing, being rescued by these giant jolly drinking gentlemen.  Before long, the inevitable question was asked.  “So what do you do?”  I pastor a church.”  It was amazing how quickly the profanity and drinking stopped.  Then came the terrible silence.  Then came the apologies and the confessions and the regrets for not being better churchgoers and I had to admit that as much as I could not condone their drinking and driving, despite all this, they had nevertheless proven themselves to be my neighbor.  Whatever else they were, they were my neighbors, and I for one could only be grateful.

And this Samaritan, who was never accepted in proper Jewish society, proved neighbor to the beaten man.  Once again, the lawyer is forced to choke out the answer to his question.  The very person he would least view as his neighbor, in this story, is the only one who is.  And the boundaries that are all important come crashing down.  Social positions, race, religion, in the end count for nothing.

Now, does this story mean that you and I should demolish all the boundaries in our society?  Probably not.  That would only lead to chaos.  In the military, it would be very difficult to conduct business if everyone was a general or an admiral or a boatswain’s mate.  There would be no order or discipline.  Imagine running a ship where everyone decided what he or she wanted to do, when they wanted to do it, or if they wanted to do it.  “All in favor of getting underway raise you hand.  O Bob can’t go.  He needs to buy a new lawnmower.  Maybe we’ll get underway tomorrow.”  It simply wouldn’t work.  Even at home, there are times when there are too many cooks in the kitchen.  And in the church, Paul spelled out the various offices and positions for Christian leadership based upon talents and gifts, maturity and experience.  We are all members of one body, but not all are the same.  The hand is not the foot and the ear is not the eye.  But all are needed.

Ok.  So we need certain boundaries, even in the church.  They are important, even necessary.  Only, in the end, they are not ultimately important.  In the kingdom of God, the highest position is that of a forgiven, baptized sinner.  And when it comes to compassion, human need, and loving thy neighbor, in God’s mansion the boundaries all disappear; the man with the withered hand, the invalid woman, the poor, the lame, the blind, the wretched ostracized, all are equally sacred creations.  All are invited to the banquet.  The question is, how do we apply this parable to our lives?  How do we apply it here in worship?  If anything, the house of God is good training ground for building neighbors.  How are we reaching out in concern and compassion with each other and beyond our Chapel community?  When we pass the peace, how many people do we greet who are new to us?  How often do we introduce ourselves?  Is there any way that we can be better neighbors here?

How do we apply neighborly love in our world?  How does this parable offer light when it comes to our global neighbors?  Would that there were always clear-cut answers.  Our world is a complicated place, with complicated relations, where applying neighborly love sometimes requires the wisdom of Solomon.  The last sentence of John’s gospel explains that there were so many things not recorded about Jesus; that there would not be enough books to contain them.  For example, what would a neighbor do if, while walking down that treacherous road to Jericho, the poor unfortunate soul was not yet beaten and left for dead, but rather was helplessly caught in the midst of the struggle?  Suppose the thugs were in the process of having their way with the man, and you just happened to arrive on the scene?  This parable does not paint such a picture, but many such pictures occur, in our own back yard as well as in far away places.  Is it possible to conjecture, based upon everything else we know about our Lord’s life and teaching, that the Samaritan would have done something?  Perhaps he would have intervened on behalf of the victim, as Jesus intervened for the woman caught in the act of adultery, just before being stoned.  And if the Samaritan did choose to intervene, to what extent?  Perhaps diplomacy would work.  And if it does not, to what extent would he, would we be willing to strive for neighborly love by protecting the well being of the victim?  You and I know that different religions, even different Christian communities struggle with this question.  The answer to this, of course, has become a powerful spiritual structure behind the establishment of a police force, home security, and our military.  

By now, many of us have seen on the internet the statue by an Iraqi artist depicting a kneeling American soldier mourning the loss of his comrade while a small Iraqi girl offers comfort.  Even in war, it seems, the boundaries of race, religion, and region can give way in the name of neighborly love.

Who is my neighbor?  To quote an Arab proverb, “To have a good neighbor, you must be one.”  In the end, neighbor becomes an active principle in our lives, directed toward anyone in need, in distress, or in bondage, where boundaries become transparent.  

And to us, and to those we may least expect, the Son of Man spreads a table.  He intervenes on our behalf, and pours out his life so that all may live through him.   For you see, at his table, there are no boundaries, and the only prerequisite for dining with him is a hunger for more than bread, and a thirst for more than wine.  He feeds us; he draws from the well of life, to any and all, regardless of status or station, and fills us with his love and peace.  In a moment, he will invite us once again to feast in fellowship with him, without barriers, borders or boundaries.  When we come, his only desire, his only command is that when we come, we bring with us our neighbor.  Amen.  

