Jim Gill July 10, 2016
“Good Fences”
Amos 7:7-17 Luke 10:25-37 Colossians 1:1-14

PRAYER OF PRAISE

Dear Lord, you know our every thought and deed; our lives are not hid from you.
You dwell in the heights, yet you stoop to hear us. You inhabit the depths, yet
you rise to support our efforts to serve you. You encompass the whole of
creation and are yet concerned for our needs. All praise to you Eternal God. We
honor and glorify your holy name.

INTRODUCTION TO AMQOS 7:7-17

In our passage from Amos this morning Amos uses the image of a plumb line as

a symbol of realigning what has become warped. Amos is concerned that there
needs to be a balance between what we believe and how we treat others. Hear

the word of the Lord from Amos 7:7-17

INTRODUCTION TO LUKE 10:25-37

In Luke 10, a lawyer comes to Jesus and asks him, "Teacher, what must | do to
inherit eternal life?" In response to his question Jesus tells a parable that only
raises more questions. Hear the word of the Lord from Luke 10:25-37

PRAYER OF ILLUMINATION

Let us pray. Dear Lord, fill us with the knowledge of your will for us that we may
gain spiritual wisdom and understanding. Open our eyes and minds and hearts
to hear you speak to us this morning about your call on our lives. Lord we long
for and strive for the day when our love for you matches your mercy toward us.
Purify our souls with your continuing assurance of your love for us and your plan
for our lives. Give us the mind of Christ as we look upon our neighbors Keep us
from passing by those in need. Plant on our hearts the plight of the homeless,
the forsaken, and the lonely and the lost. Lend us a portion of your grace as we
seek to be good neighbors. This we pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.
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| remember my first day in the pulpit of St. Andrew Presbyterian Church in San
Antonio. | don't remember what | preached on, but | vividly remember the
children’s sermon.

In honor of my first Sunday there, one of the members had gotten the children
together to put on a skit based on the parable | just read. | don’t know how
much they rehearsed, but the director made a tragic mistake. At the last minute
he chose a girl who was visiting the church for the first time to play the part of the
Good Samaritan.



In the beginning, everything went according to plan. The robbers robbed on cue
and did a fine job. The man who was beaten did a fine job of being mugged and
moaned appropriately. The High Priest came by and passed by on the other
side. The Levite followed suit and passed by on the other side. But when the
little girl who had never been to our church before took her turn, she passed by
on the other side...too!

There was a collective, audible, gasp from the congregation. This was not how
the story is supposed to go.” The director started talking forcefully to the last-
minute-drafted-visitor to go and help the boy that was moaning. She didn’t want
to. She didn't even know the boy OR the story. The director kept insisting. The
“supposed-to-be” Good Samaritan started crying.

Finally, the Levite went back and helped the moaning man on her donkey and
took him to the inn and offered to pay for any subsequent medical help instantly
transforming Jesus' parable into the parable of the Good Levite.

| had served as an Associate Pastor for 10 years. It was my first Sunday in the
pulpit of my very first solo pastorate | didn’t get to start my sermon until noon. ®

Even though the last minute recruit to be the Good Samaritan got her part wrong
she wound up getting it right. Why? Because when Jesus told the parable the
FIRST time it had a surprise ending.

When the story was told the first time it was in response to a question. True to
form, Jesus does not give the lawyer a straight answer. Instead, he tells him a
story. Jesus knows that effective learning doesn't occur through telling another
what to believe. Effective learning occurs through allowing the other person to
discover truth for himself. That's why rabbis rarely answer questions directly.
They tell stories to make you ask questions and then they answered your
questions with a question. Why? To make their students dig....to make their
students search, to make them wonder, to make them explore. To make them
discover the answers for themselves.

When Jesus first told the story it was following the traditional form of rabbinical
teaching. They always gave two negative examples followed by a positive
example. This was sizing up to be a juicy anti-clergy joke. When the high priest
walked by on the other side, the crowd thought to themselves, “Yeah those high
priests, they're so heavenly minded that they’re no earthly good.” When the
Levite walked by on the other side the crowd thought to themselves, “Those
Levites think they're so special because they were born into the priestly tribe.
They're so holier than thou.”

The crowd was more than ready for the hero to come, a good Jewish working
man with a hard hat and a lunch pail. But the joke was on them. The punch line



hit them hard. They thought, “A SAMARITAN? Did you notice that nowhere in
the story is the word Good appear?

In the time of Jesus the question of who should be treated in a loving, neighborly
way was a real hot potato. THEY had an immigration issues. Gentiles had
entered Palestine. Should Greeks, Romans and Syrians be treated as
neighbors? Some of the Pharisees even excluded some of their fellow Jews from
the circle of neighbors who lived in rural areas because they lived next to those
unclean immigrants and they could not keep the ceremonial law as vigorously as
those in urban areas could. Others considered their enemies as being unworthy
of neighborly treatment.

With his question, the lawyer is implying, "I have no problem with loving God and
loving myself, but figuring out who is my neighbor is difficult. How far do | carry
this 'love your neighbor' stuff?"

Two thousand years later this parable has become part of our culture. People
who have never read the Bible know what a Good Samaritan is. He'’s a do-
gooder. She’s a bleeding heart. Some counseling centers are known as
Samaritan Centers, and there is even a travel trailer club known as "The Good
Sam Club," with their own logo of a cute, little guy with a wry smile wearing a
halo around his head--"The Good Sam."

In the last official episode of Seinfeld the quartet of Jerry, George, Elaine and
Kramer were jailed because they failed to help a fellow citizen who was being
robbed. They were jailed for not obeying the “Good Samaritan” law.

Our familiarity with "The Good Samaritan" may mask its shocking first century
effect. Samaritans were despised. They had intermarried with foreigners, mixed
with heathen, lived apart from other Jews and kept their religion in a different way
through worshiping not at the Temple in Jerusalem but at their own Temple on
Mt. Gerizim. Worst of all, sometime between the years 9 and 6 BC, very near the
time of Jesus' birth, the Samaritans had gone to the Temple in Jerusalem and
scattered human bones over it, defiling it, and making it impossible for the Jews
that year to observe Passover. Let us not forget that when Jesus reveals the
story's hero to be a Samaritan, the lawyer is so taken aback that he cannot even
voice the word Samaritan.

On June 23, a Texas jailer who suddenly stopped breathing is now alive and well
thanks to a group of inmates who busted out of a holding cell to save him. The
inmates were in the basement of the Weatherford District Courts Building on
awaiting court appearances when the guard sitting outside their pen slumped
onto the floor. As soon as the jailer went down, they started to yell. When that
didn't attract the attention of anyone upstairs, the group of eight or so inmates, all
of whom were shackled, broke out of their holding cell. "They grabbed his radio
and tried to radio for help.



Deputies upstairs heard the commotion. They came down and called for
emergency personnel, who performed CPR on the jailer and used a defibrillator
to shock his heart. He stopped breathing. They couldn't find a pulse on him.
The entire incident was captured on surveillance video.

The jailer, who doesn't want to be identified, is healthy now and is returned to
work that next Monday. The Police chief said, “The holding cell only has a "pretty
flimsy lock gate” on it, unlike the reinforced doors of jail cells. All the inmates,
they're in handcuffs, they just stick them in there so they're not wandering around
and so they don't grab somebody's gun." He praised the altruistic inmates for
their quick action. "They definitely saved his life. There's no doubt about that," he
said.

That is a surprise ending. That my friends, is the parable of the Good Criminals.

If we are to love the Lord with all our heart and all our being and all our strength
and all our minds...and ...as Jesus ALSO said....IF we are to love our enemies
...who does that leave that we are exempt from loving? No ONE.

The love for equals is a human thing of friend for friend, brother for brother. It is
fo love what is loving and lovely. The world smiles.

The love for the less fortunate is a beautiful thing the love for those who suffer,
for those who are poor, the sick, the failures, the unlovely. This is compassion,
and it touches the heart of the world.

The love for the more fortunate is a rare thing to love those who succeed where
we fail, to rejoice without envy with those who rejoice, the love of the poor for the
rich, of the black man for the white man. The world is always bewildered by its
saints.

And then there is the love for the enemy-- love for the one who does not love you
but mocks, threatens, and inflicts pain. The tortured's love for the torturer is
God’s love. It conquers the world.

The lawyer got his question answered. Who is my neighbor? Anyone and
everyone ..whether they are from Japan or Africa, Australia, Mexico or the United
Kingdom ...from Baton Rouge, from St Paul, from Dallas and yesterday, from
Southeast Houston.

This story tells us that there are no limits as to who is our neighbor. And there are
no neighbors we are not to love. The lawyer knew that the law said that he was
to love his neighbor as himself. The loophole he was looking for was the
definition of who his neighbor was.



If the lawyer could define someone as NOT his neighbor he could exempt himself
from loving that person. But in the family of God, the human family, there are no
fences, only friendly backyards where folks talk to each other and have weekend
barbecues.

Eugene Peterson, the Presbyterian Pastor who wrote his own translation of the
Bible called the Message says that parables are narrative time bombs designed
to explode people into new awareness. In this case one of the pieces of
shrapnel is designed to tear into the idea that the law will ever save anybody.

Jesus is exposing the futility of the law as a way to inherit eternal life. After all,
the Samaritan who finally reached out did so not as a result of law but of grace.
The finer points of the law that they Priest and the Levite observed religiously left
a man half-dead in the ditch! The law leaves us all there. Grace is what lifts all of
us out. If God had not been gracious with us, we'd all be in the ditch

We are in this story. We live out this story every day. Sometimes we may be the
robbers. Sometimes we act like the high priest or the Levite. Sometimes we act
like the Samaritan. Sometimes WE are lying in the ditch. At LEAST ONE TIME
WE WERE LYING IN THE DITCH!

Good fences make good neighbors. Do you know from where that phrase
comes? It comes from a poem by Robert Frost that | read in the adult class this
morning. Frost wrote that in the context of bitterly cold winters that have a
tendency to make stone fences fall into disrepair. His poem talks about
neighbors coming together to repair their fences after a cold winter. The phrase
isn't meant to mean that we need to build fences between each other to keep us
from each other. It is about coming together to REPAIR the fences that are
designed to keep their livestock in. Coming together to repair what is broken
makes good neighbors.

Who is your neighbor? Who is counting you to be their good neighbor? Good
neighbors are about more than good fences. Good neighbors are about good
consensus. It's about coming to our senses. It takes us coming to the
conclusion that we've all been in the ditch and it is only because of our Lord who
told the story that picked us up, bound our wounds, loaded us up and took us to
safety that we have survived to return the favor.

Maya Angelou once said, “Hate has caused a lot of problems in this world, but it
hasn't solved one yet. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Darkness cannot drive out
darkness. Only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate. Only love can do
that.” He also said, “Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about
things that matter.”

In Today's Baytown Sun Detective Aaron Crowell, president Baytown Municipal
Police Association, in response to a question as to what we can do to support our
police wrote, “So when someone asks what they can do to show their support for




law enforcement, | will tell them this: | will say that the silence of the majority
breeds consent. It breeds consent for those who break the law to continue their
violent criminal ways. Silence of the majority allows those who wish to portray the
men and women who serve their communities, counties, and state every day as
evil and racist the forum to do so. “I ask our citizens to stand up. Stand up for
your community. Stand up for the rule of law. Stand up for public safety. Send a
visible, vocal message to our elected officials, print and broadcast media, and
everyone else that you support law enforcement and will not stand for those who
wish to do us harm. Stand up.”

In today’s Baytown Sun Niki Brooks, president-elect of the local NAACP chapter
said in a meeting on Friday, “When we see things we ask what can we do? But
the reality is the things we haven't done have resulted in this and it gives us
emotional trauma. We need to be doing things on a weekly, monthly and daily
basis. We need to pay attention to others giving out information that will impact
changes on our local level, and ultimately state and national level.” Brooks also
said that while educating on the political process is vitally important, the
community churches have a huge role to play in helping things get better.*

According to Detective Aaron Cromwell and Niki Brooks and Maya Angelou and
Martin Luther King Jr. and the One who told this morning’s parable, our silence,
our inaction is passing by on the other side no matter who is in the ditch. We
are to be people of compassion who do not judge people by their status in the
world, the color of their skin, their beliefs, their nationality or their situation in life.
We are not to pass by the man in the ditch we are to help him. We are not to give
up on those who have been walking by on the other side, but to help them too.
Why? Because sometimes, even Levites have been known to double back..

Like that child playing the part of a Levite in a play my first day at St. Andrew in
San Antonio modeled for us all, sometimes even a Bad Levite can double back
become a Good Levite. Sometimes even handcuffed inmates will break out of
cell to help a guard. Jesus is calling us to be good neighbors who come together
to make ...good fences.

Let's pray. Almighty God, heavenly Father of us all, we are part of one race, the
human race. We are all brothers and sisters called to help each other in need.
Convince us in our minds, our hearts, and our social attitudes, to accept the
family of which we are all a part and to give of ourselves to one another--to pass
on, to pay forward, to share the love of Jesus with our neighbors.

Lord God of compassion, we praise you for all the times you have helped us in
our times of trouble, when we were beat up and left for dead in the ditch. We
give you thanks for the life and teachings of your Son, Jesus Christ. Help us to
understand what it means to minister to our neighbor, and give us the
determination and the will to pay the cost in time, effort, inconvenience, and
money to show your love to those in need.



