God’s Radical Neighborhood

Luke 10:25-37—The Parable of The Good Samaritan

Sermon for July 11, 2010

Metropolitan Community Church of Hartford

By Brianna Johnston, Lay Minister

Imagine, if you would, living in God’s Radical Neighborhood, where everyone is a Good Samaritan in their own way and where everybody lives on the banks of the River of Justice. 

Would you pray with me please?

Loving God, we thank you for your extravagant, liberating love that heals us, sustains us, and empowers us to seek justice in a broken world.  We ask that you weave your Spirit in and about the words we are about to hear.  Amen.

This morning I would like to reclaim the Good Samaritan from popular culture.  She’s been badly clichéd, reduced to a mechanic… in a repair truck… plastered with gaudy radio station logos… y’know, someone who provides roadside assistance when cars break down.  Because if people think that’s all Jesus intended, then they miss the importance of what the Samaritan does, she:

Cleans the wounded person, bandages her wounds, personally brings her to an inn, cares for her further, then pays the innkeeper and says, “take care of her; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.”

This isn’t roadside assistance, this is radical assistance, radical compassion to a stranger stripped and beaten and left for dead.  There’s no stipulation, no quid pro quo, no financial limitation, and certainly no insurance information.  What would possess someone to do this, to be so radically generous?

Maybe the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God, the Spirit of our Creative Lover.

Jesus then asks the lawyer, “Two people walk on by, but a Samaritan stops and shows extravagant compassion.  Now, who is the neighbor of this person in desperate need?”  The lawyer says, “The one who showed mercy.”  Yes,

· The one who showed compassion, 

· the one who worked for justice, 

· the one who loved another as herself, yes, 

· the one who becomes a neighbor.

This morning I woke to the music of Vivaldi and I peacefully imagined God’s Radical Neighborhood where compassion and justice are routinely practiced simply by practicing the Greatest Commandment—to love God with all your heart and soul and mind and energy and to love your neighbor as yourself.  God’s Radical Neighborhood is a place without boundaries—where, like the theme of MCC’s recent Conference in Mexico says, all walls have been torn down and have been replaced with hope, hope built up on the Spirit.  I long for this neighborhood, but we aren’t there yet.

I look around and see that not enough of us, me included, are willing to let ourselves love… ourselves, let alone others.  We have all been strained by society’s lack of compassion and lack of justice, especially for gay, lesbian, and bisexual and trans-, queer-, and questioning-persons.  It is time we become Good Samaritans and show mercy for the neighbor whom we call ourselves.

Then I look at the beautiful creation known as Earth—dare we become her neighbor?  But off in the distance I see the oil spill in the Gulf, oil-stained beaches and birds and I just pray for God’s Radical Neighborhood.  135 million gallons of oil have spilled and the smell of oil permeates the air for hundreds of miles.  Is this any way to treat our neighbor—nature or human?

British Petroleum’s oil spill exemplifies a civilization built on profit and politics, and not on prophetic love.  We are more apt to cradle a Blackberry than a baby or to fondle an I-phone than human skin.

Where does this get us?

Ten years ago, there was another spill, less publicized, but nearly twice the current size of BP’s disaster.  A “glistening black goo
” oozed down Coldwater Creek in Martin County in Eastern Kentucky—Appalachian country, coal mining country.  It buried animals and fish in its wake, in places it settled to six feet deep.  The gooey paste was coal slurry, which is a thick residue of toxic waste that’s left over from mining coal.  Coal companies store this waste in huge containment ponds… up in the mountains and then a dam broke, smothering everything in the hollow below.

I would be clueless about this disaster if I had not traveled recently to Appalachia in the mountains of eastern Kentucky as part of a course at Andover Newton.  Neither would I know about the Buffalo Creek disaster in West Virginia that happened back in 1972 when another coal slurry pond breached its dam.  One hundred twenty five people were killed, a thousand injured, and four thousand left homeless
.  

But God’s Radical Neighborhood is out there; I saw it and felt it in Mexico at MCC’s conference—a love that can move mountains.  I saw it in Kentucky at a career development program called the New Opportunity School for Women's Mission, which each year helps dozens of low income women who attend a fully paid, three week program at college where they get their GED, receive job training, internships, counseling and coaching.  In the three weeks, lifetime bonds form, little pieces of God’s Radical Neighborhood, which combined with ongoing coaching give graduates a caring network of support in their lives.

While in Appalachia, I saw God’s Radical Neighborhood in the stories of British nurses trained in midwifery… who came to rural Kentucky eighty years ago in a new program called the Frontier Nursing Service.  Before there was any network of hospitals, these women would travel by horseback into the back woods to deliver babies and care for the mother in the homes of rural families. The service grew into The Frontier Graduate School of Midwifery and Family Nursing, which today offers a unique combination of on-line and clinical coursework.

But what I didn’t see in Kentucky Appalachia was our rainbow flag proudly displayed.  It was sadly and eerily and painfully hidden.  It is a reminder of the liberating love that we here at MCC Hartford and in Connecticut experience… and of the work that is yet to be done.  We have MCC churches in Lexington, Kentucky and Charlestown, West Virginia and Roanoke, Virginia, but they are over a hundred miles away.

Y’know, I have to tell you that the first time I came to MCC Hartford back in 2003 for the Transgender Day of Remembrance I felt God’s Radical Neighborhood here.  It glowed that evening back in our sanctuary at the Community Center.  I was in tears.  We were a room full of Good Samaritan’s healing deep, deep wounds… the deepest of wounds that we all experience in one way or another.

See, there’s one thing in common in all three experiences… of the women at New Opportunity School, the nurses at Frontier Graduate School and those who came to the Transgender Day of Remembrance.  And that is… we told our stories.  We told our stories about how we got there and where we were going.  We supported one another.  At the Frontier School I saw artwork painted right on the walls by each incoming class that told of their experience of bonding together in their quest to become midwifes.  And each new incoming class would see and feel that bond on the first day they walked into the school.  And if a graduate of New Opportunity ran into a bump in her career, she could call for help from a sister graduate because of their bond from past stories they shared together.

Telling stories is like being a Good Samaritan… but it is more radical than that.  See when we tell our story… when we share it with somebody who needs to hear it, we are being a Good Samaritan to them.  But we are also being a Good Samaritan to ourselves because telling stories heals us deep inside.

Stories connect us to our rainbow brothers and sisters in Kentucky Appalachia and to the coal miners there.  So when you turn on a light in your house, don’t just think about the cost of electricity, think about the miner who dug the coal to make it all happen.  Stories put a face on people and replace the stereotypes.  No longer is Appalachia considered the backwater of America just as our stories change stereotypes about us.  

Good Samaritan’s don’t just appear on the side of a road.  They are in each and every one of us,

· if we just let them blossom,

· let them be moved by the Spirit’s love,

· let them be fed by the Spirit’s radical love,

· let them shine the Spirit’s extravagant love.

The Good Samaritan is about being radically different… and we all know a little something about that.  Imagine a life much, much bigger than power or politics… and much bigger than money.  Or imagine a new kind of money, a new kind of politic, and a new kind of money… ones that are the Spirit’s radical and extravagant and often queer love.  Imagine living God’s Radical Neighborliness in all our relationships… actually living in God’s Radical Neighborhood.
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