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Sermon:  From Exclusion to Embrace
Text:  Luke 10: 25-37

I was in a hurry that day, rushing to get to market in Jericho.  I never saw who hit me.  All of a sudden I was surrounded.  One man hit me with a stick; another kicked me.  I must have passed out.  When I woke up my head screamed in pain.  I was bleeding; my lips and eyes were swollen shut.  Opening one eye, I saw people rushing by.  All the pots I was carrying to market were gone.  I tried to get up but pain shot through my chest.   No one stopped.  I lay there for awhile hoping to regain some strength.  No one stopped.


Finally someone did stop.  Not one I would have thought, though.  A Samaritan.  At first, I figured he was there to take more from me.  “They are like that,” my father always said.  We didn’t mix with them.  Never did. Never would. No reason to.   

I couldn’t figure it out.  He gave me water; bandaged my head wound, lifted me onto his donkey and carried me to the closest inn. He even bought me a room for the two days it took for my head to quit hurting.   He came back; checked on me. It was the darndest thing!
In every time and place, people figure out a way to identify and define a group  that just doesn’t quite  merit the same rights, the same respect, the same status, the same access to power that other groups have or deserve.  The group may be defined by color, or religion or income level or sexual orientation, but we find a way to label them as less than, and…suspicious, if not downright dangerous. We make an effort never to mix with them. If we run in religious circles and use words like “sin and sinful,” we find a way to insist that their sins are obviously, obviously more egregious than our own.  We find a Bible verse or two to exclude this group from the realm of acceptability.  We all do it; we’ve all picked out groups to exclude from our realm of acceptability. I know who my groups are--  the ones I keep at arm’s length, never approach…remain unfamiliar with.
I recently had coffee with a pastor from the Assembly of God church.    We would never have met, had we not done a memorial service together. We don’t mix much—Assembly of God pastors and Methodist pastors. Those Assembly of God people are scary!    Before coffee, I had assumptions about who he was, what he would think about this or that.  He laughed; he had assumptions about Methodists, what all Methodist are like. Do you find my prejudices laughable? Both of us were wrong about each other.

There was a time when women were not allowed to vote.  Today that seems so silly we can hardly believe that it was ever true.  What logic was behind that? What reasoning?  What Bible verses were quoted?  I suspect the same ones that suggest women should never teach or preach in the church.
I remember my grandmother telling a Bible story. She used it to explain  why blacks had an inferior position in society.  “You see,” she said, “there was a man who lay with two of his daughters…” or maybe it was one. I forget the story and where it is.    The story was used to explain the origin of a whole race ofblack people; all were traced back to one incestuous relationship.  That’s the most offensive Biblical text I ever heard used to justify racial suspicion, separateness. There were others.
Some pointed to those Bible passages which mentioned the practice of holding slaves in Biblical times. If it was OK in biblical times, it must be OK now, went the logic.    That logic seems laughable today.   Yet we are still doing it, still finding a verse or two of Scripture to explain why some must be excluded from the rights, the respect, the dignity due other human beings.

I was watching Masterpiece Theater on PBS last week-end.  The drama/comedy involved the story of trains and railways first coming to small towns in England.  Trains belched smoke, made horrific noise. The first ones were frightening to the newly initiated. Myths arose around the new invention.  Myths were repeated about what damage riding in trains could do to the optic nerves if one looked out the window at the countryside whizzing by.  When we are unfamiliar with something, our imaginations take us to places that may not hold truth. Myths arise around those things and persons we are unfamiliar with.  
You know other myths.  There were those surrounding women. Women are so emotional, hysterical it was believed.  That colors their judgment.  They should not vote…or hold office.  Myths about blacks abounded.  They were after our white women.  They have criminal personalities. Myths surround Hispanic culture.   Mexicans take siestas…all day, every day.  Gays?  What myths exist about  gays?  Immigrants, people coming to this country looking toward the American dream? What do we call them? ALIENS—Aliens…?  Isn’t that folks from outerspace with two heads, antennas and an interesting color of green?  Myths are circulated today:  those immigrants--they take our jobs; use free health care and bring crime!  Everyone knows that.  Statistics in Tucson do not bear that out.  Ask our mayor.
I am a fan of Aesop’s fables, stories told, often having animal characters with human characteristics, which teach a lesson.  May I show you a modern animal story? The story of an encounter between two living creatures—a human being and a leopard seal.  A National Geographic photographer expects a scary encounter with a huge predator, the leopard seal.  Instead he finds something quite different—a leopard seal trying desperately to make sure he was fed!  Check out the video on YouTube.  www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zxa6P73Awcg.  This story is no fable, though;  this happened.  And I believe there is a moral in the tale. 
What we do not know, we are often suspicious of, even fearful of.  But Jesus told stories to help show us a different way.  A different way.  Perhaps we can embrace the thought of moving people from exclusion to embrace.
