Amos 7:7-17

7This is what he showed me: the Lord was standing beside a wall built with a plumb line, with a plumb line in his hand. 8And the Lord said to me, “Amos, what do you see?” And I said, “A plumb line.” Then the Lord said, “See, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel; I will never again pass them by; 9the high places of Isaac shall be made desolate, and the sanctuaries of Israel shall be laid waste, and I will rise against the house of Jeroboam with the sword.” 

10Then Amaziah, the priest of Bethel, sent to King Jeroboam of Israel, saying, “Amos has conspired against you in the very center of the house of Israel; the land is not able to bear all his words. 11For thus Amos has said, ‘Jeroboam shall die by the sword, and Israel must go into exile away from his land.’” 12And Amaziah said to Amos, “O seer, go, flee away to the land of Judah, earn your bread there, and prophesy there; 13but never again prophesy at Bethel, for it is the king’s sanctuary, and it is a temple of the kingdom.” 14Then Amos answered Amaziah, “I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a dresser of sycamore trees, 15and the Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, ‘Go, prophesy to my people Israel.’ 16“Now therefore hear the word of the Lord. You say, ‘Do not prophesy against Israel, and do not preach against the house of Isaac.” 17Therefore thus says the Lord: ‘Your wife shall become a prostitute in the city, and your sons and your daughters shall fall by the sword, and your land shall be parceled out by line; you yourself shall die in an unclean land, and Israel shall surely go into exile away from its land.’” 

Luke 10:25-37

25Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 26He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 28And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” 29But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 30Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 31Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.’ 36Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 

The Problem of Being Loved by Our Enemies
Generally in our worship service we include two, three, or sometimes four scripture passages. It’s a tradition among many churches to at least have an Old Testament reading and a Gospel reading. But I’ve been considering whether this is a good thing or not. The readings don’t always connect with one another, and sometimes when they do connect, the connection can be a stretch. So you may have noted that lately I’ve been cutting a reading or two, because if a reading requires some explanation and I don’t have any explanation, or if the explanation is only going to distract you from the main point I’m trying to make, there’s no good reason to include it, right? If you have questions about the readings I don’t include in the sermon, you can ask me after the service, or during Bible study. 

That being said, you might now be wondering how the pastor is going to connect this reading from the prophet Amos to the parable of the Good Samaritan. Two days ago, I would have said, “I don’t know.” But because I gave Carol Plumb the verses to read today, I figured I better have some explanation by Sunday. The passage from Amos actually presents a perfect backdrop to the story of the Good Samaritan. The term “good Samaritan” has become a cliché in our culture. A good Samaritan is a stranger who does a deed. But “Samaritan” had a much stronger meaning to Jesus’ audience, a meaning that can be discerned in part from the Old Testament reading for today. Let me explain…

After King David, and after King Solomon, the nation of Israel split. It was kind of a civil war, but neither side went to all-out war with the other. The tribes of the north elected their own king, named Jeroboam, and the south, known as Judah, continued to have kings from the line of King David. It is during this split-kingdom period that the prophet Amos is writing, so when he says, “See, I am setting a plumb line in the midst of my people Israel; I will never again pass them by,” he is directing his wrath against the northern kingdom that had fallen into idolatry and failed to keep the Law of Moses. So when God says, “I’m setting up a plumb line, and I’m not going to dwell with those folks of Israel; they’re going to get taken into exile,” that was a harsh judgment and a reason why a good Jew (from Judah) would consider that land and its people cursed. God said so! That land would later be called Samaria, and it would inhabited by whatever Israelites did not get taken away by the Assyrians (the most undesirable Israelites), and by non-Israelites who worshiped other gods. Hence the land was True-God-Forsaken, and the people were pagans in the eyes of the Jews. And the Samaritans did not just sit back and take the insults of their Jewish neighbors. There were fights going on, hostilities the same way there are currently hostilities between Israel and Palestine. 
Now some people may shake their heads and say, “How primitive for people to be so petty. Can’t they just get along?” But I know many people who have regional or religious or racial or gender prejudice. They may not raise swords or go to war, but there is suspicion and animosity that keeps people separated. Add to this equation the fact that your God has himself cursed the land and its people and you have some serious problems. 
And so when we fast-forward to this Jewish lawyer asking Jesus “Who is my neighbor,” we must understand that a collective gasp must have been heard when Jesus suggests that a Samaritan came near this injured Jew, bandaged his wounds, put him on his own mule and took him to an inn to convalesce. But the shock is not so much over the notion that the Samaritan should be considered a neighbor and thus a person who you must love according to the Law of Moses; rather what is shocking is the notion that the Samaritan is the person who is treating the wounded Jew as a neighbor. The story would have been easier to digest if Jesus had spoken of a poor Samaritan who was beaten and robbed only to be rescued by a good Jew. The lawyer and the audience could have accepted this more easily and say, “Oh of course; I should have pity on  those pitiful Samaritans.” The audience could have accepted the notion that, as good Jews and people of God’s law, they have a responsibility to care for those pathetic heathens to the north. They could get their hands dirty to do God’s will. But could they allow dirty hands to tend to them? Could they see themselves as the helpless traveler who must be helped by someone so despised? Jesus has taken the lawyer’s question and stood it on its head; the question is no longer “Who is the neighbor that I must love?” but rather “Can I handle being loved by my enemy?” 
Our pride causes us to cast ourselves always as the hero, the one coming to the aid of the poor and needy, the savior who rescues the downtrodden. The danger is of course that our pride can make us reliant upon our good deeds in order to maintain an image of ourselves as the hero, the Good Samaritan if you will. And thus our good deeds are just self-serving, to bolster our self-image. But pride can just as easily cause us to refuse help from others. But what happens when our health or finances fail us? What happens when we don’t have the money to feed our family? What happens when we aren’t able to put on our own clothes? If we’re used to driving a BMW will we accept a used Toyota? If we’re used to eating steak, will we accept the mac and cheese someone gives us? One wonders if the Jewish man lying in the ditch would, if he was conscious, have resisted the help of the Samaritan.
And herein lies the essence of the parable. Can we accept grace? We see ourselves as those who are saddled with the responsibility of doing good, and many of us do a lot of good. But does anything we do make us worthy of God’s love? Bernard Brandon Scott (Jesus, Symbol-Maker for the Kingdom) puts it succinctly: "Grace comes to those who cannot resist, who have no other alternative than to accept it. To enter the parable's World, to get into the ditch, is to be so low that grace is the only alternative. The point may be so simple as this: only he who needs grace can receive grace" (p. 31). Put differently, all who are truly victims, truly disinherited, have no choice but to give themselves up to mercy. The despised half-breed has become the instrument of grace.
So whose grace do we have difficulty receiving? We are put on this earth not only to love but to be loved? Are we able to handle our helplessness, the helplessness we all experience at some time in our life? May we welcome grace that comes to us, and not be too proud to refuse grace from anyone. 
