RIGHT ANSWERS; WRONG QUESTIONS

Luke 10: 25On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 

 26"What is written in the Law?" he replied. "How do you read it?" 

 27He answered: " 'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind'[c]; and, 'Love your neighbor as yourself.'[d]" 

 28"You have answered correctly," Jesus replied. "Do this and you will live." 

 29But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?" 

 30In reply Jesus said: "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he fell into the hands of robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. 31A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. 32So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. 34He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, took him to an inn and took care of him. 35The next day he took out two silver coins[e] and gave them to the innkeeper. 'Look after him,' he said, 'and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.' 

 36"Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?" 

 37The expert in the law replied, "The one who had mercy on him." 
      Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise."


On a list of really dangerous questions, just asking for a snappy come-back, I found the following:

· Are both of those skis yours?

· Or if you should come up to someone at a table or in an auditorium, point to an empty seat next to them, and ask the perfectly understandable question, "Is anybody sitting there?" just hope its not some comedian like Don Rickles, or he'll say, "Yes, but this is that phase of the moon when he's invisible."

· Or hope he's not around should anyone ask  “Is it raining outside?” to which he might respond, "So when does it ever rain inside? Maybe you should think about fixing your roof."

· From the courtroom come some real whoppers, like, “Can you give me an example of something you have forgotten?” and “Were you present when this picture of you was taken?” and "What is the age of your twenty-year old son?"


Oh, for embarassing. For the same reason I would not like to be the man who asked Jesus the question in today's Gospel text: "And who is my neighbor?" By which he really means, "And who is NOT my neighbor?" If loving God, and loving my neighbor as myself are, combined, the way of life eternal, whom am I permitted not to love as I would love myself (and still have life eternal)? I suspect that he is looking for loopholes and exception clauses, especially for Romans, Samaritans and other outsiders.


Oh, for embarassing. Jesus effectively hands the man back his own question in the most pointed, painful and public way, after turning it inside out and upside down and making him eat it with the bitter spices of a direct challenge to his sense of identity, superiority and separation. What started out as a trap for Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” became a trap that Jesus sprung on him with this story of the Good Samaritan.


Many of us are so familiar with this story of the Good Samaritan from our childhood Sunday School classes that it has become little more than a warm, fuzzy and comforting story about friendly people who go around doing nice things for other people, above and beyond the call of duty, including strangers. We tell the Sunday School children to be friendly and helpful like the Good Samaritan was, and that's right. Being friendly and helpful doesn't always come naturally to toddlers, not when some of the first words they learn to say are “No” and “Mine” and “I want,” in addition to "I love you."  


In those Talkabout kits of questions and Bible readings that went home with our children in Sunday School, one of the questions this week was, "Tell about a time when a chance encounter gave you the opportunity to make a new friend or do a kind deed." In other words, when did you suddenly find yourself presented with the chance to be a Good Samaritan? And when people recount these moments, they often have this element in common: To my surprise, this need suddenly arose, I stopped and helped this perfect stranger, they're no longer strangers but friends, and I ended up receiving more than I ever gave."


 But if you look closely at the story of the Good Samaritan, you see that it is not just warm and inspirational and full of hope. It is, but it is also a time bomb wrapped inside a story, one that destroys any sense of "us" versus "them."


 You'll also notice that Jesus did not actually answer the question that was posed to him, “And who is my neighbor?” My inspiration for much of this message comes from Lowell Stoltzfus, the missionary whom we support overseas, who told us one time in a Sunday School class that he led, that an interesting Bible study would be to study all those times that someone asked Jesus a question, and Jesus replied without really answering it. Not that he was clueless to the question. He gave the right answer, though it seemed at first to be off the wall and off target, but only because someone posed the wrong question.  And this question, “And who is my neighbor?” is a perfect example of a wrong question that Jesus does not directly answer, because it really means, "who is not my neighbor?" 


That's so like Jesus. We may say that "Jesus is the answer," and I believe that. But Jesus is also The Question, posed by God, to all the certainties and safety we would try to find anywhere else than in God and in God's love.


So Jesus leads the man and his audience down the path of a very compelling story, like any good story, one that appeals to all our fears and needs. A man is on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho.  We just heard Dr. King explain why and how that was such a scary place. And just when you're wondering if the victim is going to make it--it looks really, really bad, folks--along comes a priest. A hero to the rescue! A recognizeable good guy, like "The Lone Ranger," in his white cowboy outfit and his white ten gallon hat. In this case, the hero arrives in priestly robes.


But horror or horrors, he passes by. Then comes a Levite. He's a good guy too. He's like the trustee of the church, taking care of all the details of worship and facilities and offerings. But no, he passes by too. Why did both of the "good guys" fail to help the injured man? Because, as Dr. King pointed out, either they care more about staying ritually pure than about this injured man, or they are afraid that he is the bait for a trap. They are obsessed by the question, "What might happen to me if I stop and help this man?" As Dr. King pointed out, that too is the wrong question. 


If I were that legal expert of religion, by this point I would be seething mad.  His social world is made up precisely of people like the priest and the Levite. They are his "good guys." He may even be one of them. But I don't think anything could have prepared that lawyer for what was coming next. Because the hero of the story turns out to be a "bad guy" in that expert's world. A man whose identity the lawyer can't even bring himself to pronounce. Who turned out to be the neighbor to this man lying stripped and robbed and beaten by the road? Jesus asked, when he had delivered the punch line to this story. And all the man can gag and choke out is, "the one who had mercy on him." He can't bring himself to say,  "the Samaritan," not the hated, heretical half-breed enemy from the tribe of unclean people who worshiped in the wrong way and the wrong place, who had no right, as far as that lawywer was concerned, to even be anywhere near Jerusalem and his beloved temple. But Jesus confronted him with the humanity, the dignity and the possibility dwelling in the very man he wanted most to define as "not my neighbor."


Clarence Jordan understood the shock value for that religious leader of putting the words "Samaritan" and "neighbor" together in a sentence, when he rewrote this story for his Cotton Patch version of the Gospels. Jordan broke with his racially segregated churches in his native Georgia in the 1940's and started a Christian farm community that was racially integrated, called Koinonia Farms. Not only did  Koinonia Farms draw a lot of hostility and some violence, like drive-by shootings, not only did it help desegregate the American South, it also became a bang-up good business that is still prospering, and which demonstrated just how wise and fruitful integration and justice could be in terms of sheer economics, let alone, in mental, spiritual and social health.


In Jordan's paraphrase of the parable of the Good Samaritan, the victim is a white business man going from Atlanta to Albany, Georgia, when gangsters waylay him. While he's lying and dying in a ditch by the side of the road, the people who drive on past include a white preacher and a white Gospel song leader. But the man who stops to help him is a poor black sharecropper, the very kind of person whom that dying man wouldn't want to have touching him, if he were alive enough to object. Given the racially-charged time and setting in which Jordan wrote this paraphrase of the New Testament, I think Jordan was right on. Jesus meant for his story to be as shocking and pointed as Jordan meant his version to be.


For all the racial progress we have made in this society--and its too early to put our shoulders out of joint patting ourselves on the back--it seems that this issue of "Who is my neighbor?" and, therefore, "who is not my neighbor?" keeps coming back to us in different forms. Of late I have been confronted by the neighborly claims of a people whose ancestors have been in this country far longer than most of mine have. In much of this country their language was spoken long before my English was. In much of this country, it was another country--their country-- until a war happened and our border got pushed south, halfway down into another country that was already there. So I find it odd when people complain about being given the option of conducting their business in this other language, when prompted on the telephone or on the screen of an ATM machine. Many more of them are American citizens, by birth, than one might think, given all the attention on their relatives and friends who are here without citizenship or documentation. But they all get the same grief and suspicion because, to other people at least, they look and talk alike and have the same last names and the same history, in spite of all the diversity that there really is among them. 


Yes, I'm thinking of our Hispanic neighbors, friends, and in my case, a family member by adoption, my brother. Though he was raised speaking English, the fact of having perfect strangers come up to him and start speaking Spanish, because he just looks Mexican, introduced us all to another unknown universe, a nation within our nation, that was all around us, in Ohio, not just Arizona or South Texas. And so my brother learned Spanish, so as not to be an exile in this other nation within our nation that claimed him. 


Of course there are legitimate concerns about things like borders and business. I'm not pretending that I know everything that God would say about immigration policy or free trade. But from an Hispanic point of view, which I don't pretend to be an expert on, I think it would be strange that borders would let markets and money through, but not people. Especially not people who already have personal and family histories in common on both sides of it. From that point of view, it looks strange that anyone who risks life and limb to cross a border, and who leaves one set of family on one side to join family and historic citizens on the other side, and to take on the most dangerous, demeaning and lowest-paying jobs that other people won't take, would be threatened and punished and hunted down and jailed and deported for it. They don't see such people as villains; they often honor them with ballads about their risky exploits. Or their tragic deaths. Because for many it comes down to honor. When faced with the tragic and painful choice between the shame of not being able to feed one's family, and the crime of crossing a border that runs through their historic homeland, so as to feed one's family, better the crime than the shame.


I don't claim to speak for God and give us all of his answers to all of our questions about border security and immigration policy. But from the story of the Good Samaritan I believe I can speak for Jesus and say that his disciples have no right raising the infamous question that is driving our current debates about immigration and border security, "Who is my neighbor?" and therefore, "Who is not my neighbor?"  Not only does Jesus refuse to answer such a question, he will hand it back to us in the form of the very question he asked that legal expert: "Who was a neighbor to that man in need?" In other words, if we would be Jesus' disciples and the peacemakers whom he calls "Blessed," we cannot ask, "Who is my neighbor?" But rather, "How can I be a neighbor?" to anyone we find in need, to anyone lying by the side of the road and in need of a neighbor.


And one of those people lying in the ditch alongside the road of life is often our Hispanic neighbor. Not only the undocumented one who came, driven and drawn by desperation in violation of our nation's border laws, who often lives and works outside the protection of law, but increasingly, the native-born Hispanic neighbor who is also under a cloud of suspicion, often presumed to be undocumented and illegal because of his appearance, his language and his culture. The recent cases of some people being falsely denounced and wrongfully deported to Mexico, when they were U.S. born citizens, has generated songs by legal residents expressing their fear of even going outside their own homes. I listen to people in both languages and communities today and hear echoes of those First Century tensions between Jews and Samaritans that Jesus had to deal with. 


Again, I look to others for help in knowing how to help. But one story of someone who asked the right question and took on the role of a neighbor to our new Hispanic neighbors comes from some Mennonite friends of this congregation just over in Wisconsin: Ellwood and Lorene Schrock. Ellwod was once an MCC worker in Bolivia. That was such a powerful experience for him that he has often longed to return to Latin America. In the meantime, while living in Exeland, Wisconsin, he taught high school Spanish, helped his wife run a bed and breakfast, and pastored the small Exeland Mennonite Church. 


Ellwood recently retired from teaching high school Spanish. As he neared retirement, he and his wife looked at the option of returning to service with MCC in Latin America. But for various reasons, it was not to be. That was something of a hard blow to Ellwood, but he trusted in God's leading throughout the whole application process. 


But if Ellwood and Lorene Schrock could not go to Latin Ameria, Latin America has come to them in the form of  Mexican farm workers who now work jobs in the Wisconsin dairies that would otherwise go begging for  Badger State locals to do. Without these immigrant workers, the whole traditional Wisconsin dairy culture would have gone down the tubes (What's Wisconsin without cheese?). Not only are they willing to handle three milkings for hundreds of cows every day, they are often experienced in it from their own rural backgrounds. If not, they are quick learners and hard workers. Its gotten to the point now where fourth generation Wisconsin dairy farmers are taking Spanish language classes and are traveling to visit the home communities and families of their workers on whichever side of the border. And they don't regret a minute of it. Its been the surprise of their lives. And a pleasant one.


Not only do these workers need jobs, they need spiritual and social support. So God made sure that they and Exeland Mennonite Church and Ellwood Schrock found each other. And by the way, Ellwood does not ask to see their citizenship papers or their immigration documents. But he does help them get them by legal means, if they ask. And now the newest members of Exeland Mennonite church in Wisconsin are Spanish-speaking. 


See, there's something in being a neighbor for the Good Samaritan too. And so we end the message with where Jesus left the legal expert: now that we know the right question, not "who is my neighbor?" if by that we really mean, "Who is not my neighbor?" but "how can I be a neighbor?"  Now that the hated, heretical and half-breed Samaritan has shown everyone how to be a neighbor, it only remains to do what Jesus said to that expert of the law: "Go and do likewise."
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