15th Sunday Ordinary Time (C) 


07/10/2016

Many years ago a friend told me a story.  He was volunteering at a center that collected items for the poor.  One day – as he and Boyd loaded a truck – Josh needed Boyd’s help to lift a sofa.  Josh called to Boyd who was at the front of the truck speaking with several other men.

Once he called out, Josh knew that he was in deep trouble.  The way that he pronounced his name sounded to the others as though he was calling Boyd, ‘Boy’.  All the men were Blacks.
Immediately, Boyd walked to Josh and put his arm around him.  The tension in the garage disappeared and all returned to the task at hand.
We discover in the Scriptures that the primary concern of God is to care for the weak, the hurting, the unprotected, the vulnerable, and those who others throw away.  Jesus repeats this concern in what we call the Beatitudes.  It is from this perspective that he tells today’s story.
The question that is posed in today’s Gospel from Luke is, ‘And who is my neighbor?’  The story directly answers this question and draws out from the questioner the response: ‘The one who treated him with mercy.’  A neighbor, then, isn’t someone else who relates with us.  A neighbor is anyone who relates with another with mercy.

Relating with mercy accepts that others are often without power, are suffering, or know failure.  This doesn’t sit well with some.  Power and prestige are much more attractive and to our liking.  Some, as a result, become entrapped in a way of life that reinterprets the message of Jesus and of the Scriptures to fit their preferred way of life.  It is a way of life in which we seek to influence the government, the church, the economy to our liking.  This often leads to seeing anyone without power or prestige, and anyone who disagrees with us as useless liars, and they can be dismissed, ignored, or thrown away.  We give them names that are meant to diminish their value as people.
Jesus is very direct at the end of today’s story.  He says to the scribe: ‘Go and do likewise.’  That is, go and be merciful to others… especially the weak, the powerless, and the poor.  Go and be a neighbor to others as God is a neighbor to us.
It is a message that our egos can’t hear, and the more our egos direct our lives the less we can hear.  It is a message that is so counterintuitive that our minds can’t wrap themselves around it.  It is a message that contradicts itself because we can practice the directive, but we can’t do the directive.
We can (and we should) practice kindness to others, but mercy is drawn forth from us.  Kindness is humanly possible; mercy is divine and can only flow through us.  When it does, like the Samaritan of our Gospel story and Boyd in our opening story, we respond without thought.  A need, a weakness, a hurt presents itself and – somehow – mercy flows out of us to the other.

A neighbor and a follower of Jesus Christ, then, is anyone who responds with mercy to another who is in need, is hurt, or has been thrown away.
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