Sermon For Trinity XIII

By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

“Which now of these three, thinkest thou, was neighbour unto him that fell among the thieves?”  And he said, “He that shewed mercy on him.”  Then said Jesus unto him, “Go, and do thou likewise.”
  In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
HOMILY:

Don’t ask the question if you are not willing to hear the answer.

How many times have we all wished that others would reflect on this idea before asking us something that, if we answer honestly, is almost sure to provoke anger or hurt feelings?

How many of us, for instance, have been asked by a friend what we think of an idea of theirs, and have been left to find some way to avoid saying what we really think?  And so we stammer out, “I’d need to give that some thought,” to keep from saying, “Are you nuts?”

Or how many times have we been asked what we think of someone else’s favorite movie, or song, and we scramble to say something other than, “It’s utter tripe – how could you like such garbage?”

Then there is the trap every man over the age of 18 knows, when the woman in his life asks, “Does this make me look fat?”  No matter how tempted he might be, he knows to find some non-responsive answer like, “It isn’t cut to flatter you,” or even to flat-out lie.

Unlike us, Our Lord was not one to avoid unpleasant truths.  Instead, He used them to make his listeners take a long, hard look at themselves and their lives and contrast them with God’s desires.  The process could be painful for His listeners, but it was necessary nonetheless.

So it was for the young lawyer in this morning’s Gospel who came to question Jesus.  This young man tried first to tempt our Lord to say something foolish, asking what the questioner could do to inherit eternal life. 
Now, our Lord might have simply told this fellow that there was nothing in the world that the lawyer could ever do to inherit eternal life, and in that, Jesus would have been correct.  Inheritance of eternal life can come only through the grace and mercy of God, and cannot be earned by the actions of men.

Instead, however, Jesus places the onus of answering on the lawyer, answering with a question of His own:  “What is written in the law?”

By doing so, Jesus turned the responsibility for the answer back unto the lawyer, who was supposed to be learned in the law.  It could not have been a great surprise when the lawyer was able to correctly answer the first question – that he must love God with all his heart, soul, strength and mind, but he, like so many of his fellows, was able to follow the letter of the law, but not that law’s  spirit.

 As we discussed last week, the letter of the law leads to death, while its spirit leads to life. 
So, trying to follow narrowly the letter of the law without making significant change to follow the spirit of the law, the lawyer went on to ask, “And who is my neighbor?”
  No doubt he wished to limit those to whom he must show love to his fellows and those he considered at least his equals.

Jesus, however, quickly set him straight, telling him the parable of the “Good Samaritan.”  In the parable, we remember, a man is beaten by thieves, and as he lays helpless, is merely passed by when members of the upper religious class of society come by and encounter him.  It is not until one of the despised Samaritans happens upon him that he receives help.

The story must have been particularly biting for the lawyer, because one of those who passed the injured man by was described as a priest, and the other a Levite – both honored and high-class persons in the rigid society of the Jews.  The reaction from these two was identical, that they were far too busy and important to spend their time and energy caring for the injured man.

The Samaritan, however, acted out of mercy and compassion, and in accordance with the spirit of the law, and rendered aid to the wounded man, even going so far as to take him to a hostel where he would be cared for and paying for that care.

That the Samaritan’s actions were the ones in accordance with the spirit of God’s law was inescapable, even for the lawyer, and he was forced to admit that the Samaritan had been the good neighbor rather than those whom the lawyer saw as his own social and religious equals.

How galling it must have been for him to make that admission. 
How it must have wounded his pride to confess that the Samaritan – a people hated and despised by the entire population of Israel, let alone its upper class – might be capable of better following the spirit of the laws of God than he himself was willing to do.
But, he had asked the question, and Jesus answered it for him.

Yet, even the lawyer was offered a chance.  If he wished to have a chance to inherit eternal life, he must follow the spirit of God’s laws, forget his presumed self-importance, and view others as God views them –  as sinners just like he was but also as beloved by God just as he was – loved no more but also loved no less.

Do you wish to follow the laws of God?  Follow them in their spirit, not just the letter of the law.  As we discussed last week, the letter of the law leads to death, while the spirit of the law leads to eternal life, because it is following the entire intent of God, not the words only.

As Jesus advised the lawyer, “Go, and do thou likewise.”

Let us pray.
Dear Lord, let us always choose to do Your will rather than our own, and to trust in Your guidance over the desires of our own hearts.  Let us seek always to follow the spirit of Your law and ways in all things.  Guide us in Your paths and in Your time bring us with all Your saints into the joy of Your eternal kingdom.  This we ask in the Name of Your son, our Lord, Jesus Christ.  Amen.
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