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“A World of Neighbors”
Luke 10:25-37

In the eight months since Cathy and I moved to the Issaquah area, we have really learned to appreciate what a wonderful place this is to live. Not only is there great beauty all around us, but the area is also full of great people. I have noticed that many of you have some really fine neighbors, neighbors who come by to check on you when you are ill, neighbors who support you when you suffer a loss or are going through a stressful time, neighbors you count among your closest friends.
What some of us may not realize is that is becoming less and less the case in much of our country. People move so many times they develop an attitude that neighbors are so transient that there is little value in getting to know them. And so a couple of years ago we had the incident with Professor Henry Gates of Harvard who, when he was trying to get into his home, was not recognized by a neighbor and reported as a prowler trying to break in. Many simply don’t know who their neighbors are.
Many people in our mobile culture miss having neighbors they can know and trust. Many of our popular sitcoms in recent years have sought to fill this need with fictional neighbors you almost can start to think are your own. On television there are neighbors you can talk about virtually anything with, whether it’s Wilson on Home Improvement or Millie Helper on the old Dick Van Dyke show. There are friends who drop over so often they almost live with you – friends like Kramer on Seinfeldt, or the Mertz’s on the old I Love Lucy show, or the gang of friends on Friends. But the reality for many is that in America, most neighbors are not as close as they used to be. Over nine years after “Mister Rogers” died, there are still many people crying out, “Won’t you be my neighbor?” 
In the midst of this “neighbor shortage,” Jesus calls us to do two important things: love our neighbors, and expand our idea of who our neighbor is. 
Why in a world where so many want to have good neighbors, do we have so many un-neighborly, violent acts going on? Part of the reason why violence sometimes flourishes is that people develop a narrow scope of what affects them, and who they are called to care about.  Declaring “I’ve got to protect my own!” we decide that watching out after our immediate family is all we can handle, and we turn a blind eye to what is happening in the world beyond us.  We build high fences and install expensive security systems in our homes, and feel that by so doing we have solved the problem of violence for ourselves.
In terms of our parable for today, we are living in a world where we are increasingly tempted to be priests and Levites, safely passing by on the other side, and trying not to notice the neighbors around us.  Let’s look at this parable more closely to see what it meant in the context of its time, and what it says to us now.
That this man was assaulted and left to die reminds us that the problem of living in a violent world is not a new problem.  One newspaper article that was brought to my attention not long ago declared, “Horrible murders, stabbings and shootings, are now looked for in the morning papers, with as much regularity as we look for our breakfast...Scarcely a day passes that we do not hear of the most outrageous assault with a deadly weapon.” This article was written in 1854, nearly forty years before our church was founded. 
Violence was also part of Jesus’ world.  The road on which the man Jesus spoke about was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho.  This road is a little short of seventeen miles, and falls more than thirty-four hundred feet.  The historian Josephus spoke of the road as being “desolate and rocky,” while Jerome, an early Christian writer wrote that it was still “infested” with Bedouin robbers centuries later.  He said it was called “The Red, or Bloody Way.”  Any person walking on this road would have to know that he was in dangerous territory.  Some have even suggested that the man was a fool for walking alone on such a road, carrying valuables, and that he got what he deserved. In fact, national crime bureaus have said that the victims of crime are frequently blamed by their friends for not being more careful. However, how many of us have never taken a risk which we later trembled about? -- maybe hitch-hiking as a youth or walking by our self on a dark, lonely street at night to our car, because we were too proud to ask someone to go with us?
At any rate this man was assaulted and left for dead.  Soon a priest came along.  Priests were some of the most pious and respected members of the society.  But this man passed by on the other side like the injured man wasn’t even there!  And then a Levite, a tribe that was set apart especially to serve God, came along.  Yet he too passed by like the man wasn’t even there.  Some say it was because robbers often used people feigning injury as decoys, so they could attack the person who was trying to help.  In any case, these men, men who should have been sensitive to God and God’s love for people, looked first to their own safety and comfort, and did not act as neighbors.
The third man who came along was a Samaritan.  The Samaritan was despised by the Jew as a kind of heretic.  Jews going from Galilee to Jerusalem often went out of their way and crossed the Jordan into foreign territory just to avoid having to pass through Samaria.  But it was this man who came to the injured man’s aid.  He took time to bandage his wounds and take him to safety.  This was not a “look-after-my-own-only” type of person.  Although he was doubtlessly less schooled in Scripture than the priest and the Levite, he showed that he knew who his neighbor was, and what it meant to “love your neighbor as yourself.”
Had Jesus told this story in America today, perhaps he would have made him an Hispanic immigrant. Maybe someone like Antonio Diaz Chacon, down in Albuquerque, New Mexico. About a month  ago Antonio Diaz Chacon saw a man trying to abduct a 6-year old girl, and instead of passing by on the other side, he chased the man down and saved the little girl. Still, there are many in our country who would refuse to accept that an Hispanic immigrant could be a neighbor. 
Last week we talked about the events of 9/11. And while 9/11 is an example of how violent the world has become, it was also a time where, at least for a while, we had a greater sense of being neighbors. Cathy and I and our family lived in Oregon at the time, and I know how people there felt a bond of love with the people of the New York City area, because of what people were going through. But that bond went beyond this country, and was shared with people around the world. When Cathy and I lived in New Jersey, my father sent me an email informing me of the monument created by Russian artist Zurab Tesereteii, a tear-shaped monument that was a gift from the people of Russia, saying in a sense that they cried with us over the losses of 9/11. You cannot always tell who will be your neighbor alongside the road. Sometimes for the Jew, it is a Samaritan. Sometimes for the American, it’s an Hispanic immigrant or a Russian artist. 
In the story of the Good Samaritan, Jesus was not only telling us to love our neighbor: he was also calling us to expand our vision of who our neighbor is. We need to see ourselves living in a world of neighbors.  And when our neighbor is bleeding beside the road, we must come to him, whether he or she is bleeding in Seattle, homeless along a dirt road in Haiti, or right next door, bleeding internally from cancer. 
We need to stop talking about the Good Samaritan, and start being the Good Samaritan. And we can do so. There is no limit to the opportunities.
We can be the Good Samaritan by being a friend to someone in this community. They don’t need to be stranded beside a road. All they have to be is someone in need. Someone who has lost a loved one. Someone who is sick. Someone who has been out of work for a long time. I remember a rock song from back in the 70’s by the group Three Dog Night called “Easy to be Hard.” Some of the lyrics are:
	“How can people have no feelings
	How can they ignore their friends,
	Easy to be proud
	Easy to say no.
	And especially people who care about strangers
	Who care about evil and social injustice
	Do you only care about the bleeding crowd?
	How about a needing friend?”
I believe we do need to care about social injustice and “the bleeding crowd,” and we will talk about that in a minute. But we also need to care about the person next door. In the recent book and movie, The Help, about black maids in the South of the 60’s, one of the tragic ironies which comes through very clearly is when the church women are raising money for the starving children of Africa, while they are abusing the black help and their families at their doorstep.
We especially need to be a neighbor to those in need in our community. We are going to do that when we host Tent City 4, starting October 21st.  There will be plenty of opportunities to be Samaritans, as people will be needed to help with the move, and we will probably help with some meals as well. Then there is also the Mayor’s Month of Concern Food Drive which Mark talked about last week. Our turn will be on October 8th, and Samaritans will have the opportunity to encourage donations of food to the food bank.
[bookmark: _GoBack]However, as I said before, Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan was also about expanding our concept of who our neighbor is. At the gateway of our country, located on the island that was Christopher Columbus’ first stop when he discovered the New World for Europe, lies the country of Haiti. It is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. Whereas it was in the news recently that the US poverty rate had risen to 15%, the estimated poverty rate in Haiti is 80%. Over 65% of the country’s children never finish grade school, let alone high school and college. More than 2/3 of the work force have no regular jobs, and those who do have jobs often work for around $2 a day. Since the earthquake, over 600,000 are homeless, and cholera is on the rise because of sanitation issues. There is no doubt about the fact that our brothers and sisters are bleeding beside the road in Haiti. Some people say that nothing we do will make a difference in Haiti, conditions are so bad. But do you remember the story I told from Chicken Soup for the Soul a few months ago? A man was walking down a beach and he noticed all of the starfish that had washed up on shore, and he was throwing them back in the water. Another man came along and asked what he was doing, and the first man said that if the starfish didn’t get back into the water they would die. The second man said that there were so many starfish washed up on that shore and the other shores of that country that he couldn’t possibly make a difference. Whereas the first man through another starfish into the water and said, “Made a difference to that one!”
For years American Baptist missionaries have been making a difference in Haiti, one person at a time. We operate an eye clinic, help with economic development, and engage in health education on cholera, and educating children. Haitians are living a better life because our missionaries are there, and we can be part of what they do through this trip. I don’t know about you, but I think that’s exciting! It’s a great opportunity to stop talking about the Good Samaritan, and to start being the Good Samaritan. And really, this is an opportunity to be a neighbor in two ways: we can be neighbors to people in Haiti, but also we can invite our neighbors to the fund-raiser, so they can enjoy the talent and the art, and we will be good neighbors to them as well.
“Who is my neighbor?” The ones, whether in our community or around the world, who God is calling us to love. Jesus says to all of us now, “Go and do likewise!” 


