SUNDAY, OCTOBER 12, 1986

"THE LEAST EXPECTED"

LUKE 17:11-18

FROM TIME TO TIME WE MINISTERS ARE ASKED
TO OFFICIATE AT FUNERAL SERVICES FOR
INDIVIDUALS WHO WHEN THEY DIE HAVE NO
CHURCH RELATIONSHIP AND THUS NO PASTOR.

SO THE FUNERAL DIRECTOR WILL CALL AND ASK
EITHER JOHN OR ME TO DO THE FUNERAL. USUALLY

THE FUNERAL DIRECTOR IN CONVERSATION WITH
THE FAMILY OF THE DECEASED HAS SOUGHT TO
DETERMINE WHAT PREFERENCE THE FAMILY HAS

AS TO THEIR BRAND OF RELIGION. THEY KNOW
WHETHER TO CALL ONE OF US HERE, OR A BAPTIST

MINISTER, OR METHODIST, OR UNITARIAN, OR
SOME OTHER KIND,

A FEW YEARS AGO, I WAS ASKED TO DO A SERVICE
OF THIS KIND AND AFTER ACCEPTING WAS TOLD
BY THE FUNERAL DIRECTOR AND THE FAMILY THAT
THE MAN WHO DIED WAS NOT RELIGIOUS AND IN
FACT DID NOT PARTICULARLY LIKE PRIESTS OR
MINISTERS, THEN I WONDERED IF THE REASON

[ WAS ASKED TO DO THE SERVICE WAS BECAUSE
| SEEMED TO BE THE MOST UNLIKE A MINISTER
OF ANYONE THEY KNEW. FORTUNATELY WHEN I

MET WITH THE FAMILY I DISCOVERED THAT I
HAD MET THE DECEASED SOME YEARS EARLIER




AND IN FACT HAD PLAYED GOLF WITH HIM A FEW
TIMES,

ABOUT A YEAR AGO, A LAWYER WHO IS A MEMBER
OF THIS CONGREGATION CALLED AND ASKED IF

[ WOULD DO A FUNERAL SERVICE FOR A WOMAN,
WHO HAD BEEN A CLIENT OF HIS AND WHO HAD
DIED, SHE HAD NO IMMEDIATE FAMILY MEMBERS,
HAD BEEN SINGLE ALL HER LIFE AND THIS
ATTORNEY WAS THEREFORE RESPONSIBLE FOR
TAKING CARE OF ALL OF HER AFFAIRS.

HE SAID TO ME ON THE PHONE THAT SHE HAD

NOT BEEN A RELIGIOUS PERSON THROUGHOUT HER
LIFE, AND [ ASKED IF THAT MEANT THAT SHE

HAD NOT BEEN PART OF AN ESTABLISHED RELIGIOUS
INSTITUTION LIKE A CHURCH. AND HE SAID
THAT WAS THE CASE. THEN I ASKED WHAT SHE
HAD DONE AS A LIFE’S WORK, IT TURNED OUT
THAT SHE HAD BEEN A SOCIAL WORKER ALL OF
HER WORKING LIFE AND A VERY GOOD ONE.
INDEED, SHE HAD SPENT A LOT OF HER TIME
WORKING AMONG THE DISADVANTAGED AND GIVING
HER LIFE ON BEHALF OF OTHER HUMAN BEINGS.
IN ADDITION, SHE HAD CARRIED ON HER WORK
WITH A LOVING AND CARING ATTITUDE. IN A
VERY REAL WAY SHE HAD WORKED AT FEEDING

THE HUNGRY, CLOTHING THE NAKED, WELCOMING

THE STRANGER AND VISITING THOSE WHO WERE
SICK AND IN PRISON,

ALL IN ALL, SHE HAD LIVED A FRUITFUL LIFE



AND HAD PRACTICED THE LOVE OF GOD TO NEIGHBOR,

IT WAS AN EASY FUNERAL SERVICE TO Do. I
LEARNED A LOT ABOUT HER EVEN THOUGH I HAD

NEVER KNOWN HER,

THERE ARE TIMES WHEN WE CAN FIND THE LOVE
OF GOD WORKING THROUGH THE LEAST EXPECTED
PEOPLE, THOSE WHOM WE DID NOT THINK OF AS
BEING RELIGIOUS.

JESUS KNEW ABOUT THIS IN THEORY AND IN

PRACTICE. REMEMBER THE STORY HE TOLD ABOUT
THE GOOD SAMARITAN., HE TOLD THIS STORY

TO AN AUDIENCE MADE UP OF PEOPLE WHO SINCERELY
BELIEVED THAT THEY, AND THEY ONLY, WERE

THE CHOSEN OF GOD, AND THAT SAMARITANS COULD
DO NO GOOD; THAT (GOD HAS CERTAINLY BANISHED
THEM TO HELL. YET IN THE STORY AS JESUS

TOLD IT, THE PEOPLE WE WOULD’VE EXPECTED

TO BE THE MOST RELIGIOUS PASSED BY THE MAN

WHO WAS IN THE DITCH IN NEED OF HELP, AND

IT WAS THE IRRELIGIOUS SAMARITAN WHO PRACTICED
THE LOVE OF GOD TO NEIGHBOR.

THE STORY READ THIS MORNING FROM THE GOSPEL
OF LUKE CARRIED A SIMILAR MESSAGE. JESUS
WAS MET BY TEN LEPERS AS HE ENTERED A VILLAGE

AND THEY WANTED HIS HELP. LUKE TELLS US

THAT HE HAD MERCY ON THEM AND TOLD THEM
TO SHOW THEMSELVES TO THE PRIESTS, AND AS
THEY WENT, THEY WERE HEALED.

"THEN ONE OF THEM, WHEN HE SAW THAT HE WAS



HEALED, TURNED BACK, PRAISING GOD WITH A
LOUD VOICE, AND HE FELL ON HIS FACE AT
JESUS’ FEET, GIVING HIM THANKS. NOW HE
WAS A SAMARITAN,"

FREQUENTLY THIS STORY FROM LUKE'S GOSPEL
IS USED AS A TEXT FOR THANKSGIVING SERMONS,
BUT THE MAIN POINT THAT LUKE WANTS TO MAKE
IS THAT THE INDIVIDUAL LEAST EXPECTED TO
BE PRAISING GOD AND GIVING THANKS DID SO,
HE WAS THE LEAST EXPECTED BECAUSE HE WAS

A SAMARITAN, AND SAMARITANS WERE SUPPOSED
TO BE OF THE WRONG RELIGION., IN JESUS®

TIME AND BEFORE, THEY WERE CONSIDERED
HERETICS, THEY WERE CONSIDERED TO BE
UNACCEPTABLE IN GOD'S SIGHT, NOT BY (GOD,
BUT BY THOSE WHO WERE SURE THEY KNEW ALL
ABOUT (OD,

WHO ARE THE "“SAMARITANS” IN OUR TIME? THAT
1S, WHO ARE THOSE THAT WE RELIGIOUS PEOPLE
THINK ARE IRRELIGIOUS OR HAVE THE WRONG
RELIGION?

WITHIN THE CHRISTIAN FAITH, THOSE WE CALL
FUNDAMENTALISTS SOMETIMES THINK OF US IN
THE MAIN LINE CHURCHES AS "“SAMARITANS,”
AND WE IN OUR KIND OF CHURCHES TEND TO PUT

THE FUNDAMENTALISTS IN THE “SAMARITAN"
CATEGORY.

CERTAINLY MANY CHRISTIANS TODAY THINK OF



THE “SECULAR HUMANISTS” AS BEING THE
"SAMARITANS” OF OUR TIME., OR THE MOSLEMS,
OR THE UNITARIANS. GANDHI OF INDIA WAS
NOT A CHRISTIAN ACCORDING TO ORTHODOX

DEFINITIONS, BUT HE WAS CERTAINLY A
POWERFUL AGENT OF GOD.

THUS THIS STORY FROM THE BIBLE AND OTHER
STORIES AS WELL REMIND ALL OF US THAT THE
LEAST EXPECTED PEOPLE, THE SAMARITANS,
MAY BE SHOWING FORTH GOD'S LOVE IN WAYS

THAT WE FREQUENTLY MISS. PEOPLE WE EXPECT
TO BE THE LEAST RELIGIOUS TURN OUT TO BE

THE MOST RELIGIOUS., "“GOD'S WAYS ARE NOT
OUR WAYS.,” OR AS JESUS SAID, "I HAVE MANY
SHEEP WHO ARE NOT OF THIS FOLD."”

WHAT IS IT THAT MAKES RELIGIOUS PEOPLE ACT
EXCLUSIVE? WE SEEM TO HAVE A TENDENCY TO
WANT TO CATEGORIZE PEOPLE, TO WANT TO EXCLUDE
PEOPLE., AND THIS IS NOT ONLY A TENDENCY
AMONG RELIGIOUS PEOPLE,

NOT LONG AGO I OVERHEARD A DISCUSSION IN

WHICH THE MEMBER OF AN EXCLUSIVE CLUB WAS
DEFENDING THE CLUB'’S POLICY OF LIMITING
ITS MEMBERSHIP TO WHITE ANGLO-SAXON PROTESTANTS

WITH THE PROPER BACKGROUND. “WE WANT TO
BE FREE TO CHOOSE OUR ASSOCIATES IN THE
CLUB,"” THE PERSON SAID, “AND WE THINK THAT
THIS FREEDOM OF CHOICE BELONGS WITH LIFE,
LIBERTY AND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS.”




[T MAY BE QUITE LEGAL FOR A PRIVATE CLUB

« OR ORGANIZATION TO LIMIT ITS MEMBERS TO
RED-HAIRED MEN WITH ONE LEG OR TO PERSONS
WHO CLAIM THEIR ANCESTORS CAME OVER ON THE
MAYFLOWER, IT IS OUR PRIVILEGE TO BE AS
SILLY OR AS EXCLUSIVE OR AS NARROW AS WE
LIKE. BUT WE ARE MISTAKEN IF WE CALL THIS
FREEDOM OF CHOICE OR FREEDOM OF ASSOCIATION,
[T IS THE EXACT OPPOSITE OF THESE.

WHEN A CLUB OR GROUP OR NEIGHBORHOOD

ARBITRARILY LIMITS ITS MEMBERSHIP TO ONE
KIND OF PERSON, IT IS DENYING ITSELF FREEDOM,

RATHER THAN GRANTING IT. IT IS CUTTING

OFF FROM POSSIBLE MEMBERSHIP ALL THOSE WHO--
DESPITE THEIR HIGH PERSONAL QUALIFICATIONS--
DO NOT HAVE RED HAIR, ONE LEG, OR RELATIVES
WHO CAME OVER ON THE MAYFLOWER.,

THE MEMBERS OF AN EXCLUSIVE CLUB OR GROUP
OR NEIGHBORHOOD HAVE ACTUALLY VOTED AWAY
THEIR FREEDOM OF CHOICE. NO MATTER HOW
MUCH THEY MAY LIKE AND RESPECT A PERSON
NAMED STEINBERG OR SHAUGHNESSY, THEY CANNOT
ASSOCIATE WITH THAT PERSON IN THE INTIMACY
OF THE CLUB SETTING. THEY MIGHT INVITE

AN EINSTEIN TO TALK TO THE GROUP, BUT NEVER

TO JOIN IT. THIS IS ONE REASON EXCLUSIVE
CLUBS OR NEIGHBORHOODS ARE SO INFERNALLY
« . DULL, SAMENESS INEVITABLY LEADS TO BOREDOM!

Now FOR US AS CHRISTIANS, THE QUESTION IS



WHETHER TO BE EXCLUSIVE OR INCLUSIVE IN
THE WAY IN WHICH WE LIVE OUR LIVES?

IN FACT, ONE OF THE FIRST DECISIONS THE
EARLY CHRISTIAN CHURCH HAD TO MAKE AFTER
THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS WAS WHETHER IT
WAS GOING TO BE EXCLUSIVE OR INCLUSIVE.

ONE OF THE FIRST BIG DEBATES IN THE EARLY
CHURCH WAS WHETHER AN INDIVIDUAL FIRST HAD
TO BECOME A JEW BEFORE HE OR SHE COULD

BECOME A CHRISTIAN. ONE DAY THE APOSTLE
PETER HAD A DREAM OR VISION WHICH CONVINCED

HIM THAT THE CHURCH WAS MEANT BY GOD TO

BE INCLUSIVE. "GOD HAS SHOWN ME,"” HE
REPORTED, “THAT I SHOULD NOT CALL ANY
PERSON COMMON OR UNCLEAN.,” ANYONE CAN
BECOME A CHRISTIAN, SLAVES, FREE PEOPLE,
WOMEN, MEN, SAMARITANS, GREEKS, JEWS, RED,
YELLOW, BLACK OR WHITE,

THE WHOLE OF JESUS' LIFE WAS AN ACT OF
INCLUSION, WHEREAS MANY OF THE RELIGIOUS
PEOPLE OF HIS TIME WERE SETTING UP CATEGORIES
BY WHICH TO EXCLUDE OTHERS, HE INCLUDED

PEOPLE OF ALL KINDS AND PARTICULARLY THOSE
WHO WERE REJECTED BY OTHERS. HE INCLUDED

THE SAMARITANS.

THERE ARE SO MANY BENEFITS TO BEING INCLUSIVE,
INSTEAD OF BEING ON GUARD AND CLOSED TO

NEW PEOPLE, NEW THINGS, NEW VALUES, NEW



IDEAS AND CHANGE OF ALL KINDS; THE INCLUSIVE

PERSON IS OPEN TO THEM AND AT LEAST GIVES
THEM CONSIDERATION AND IN SO DOING FINDS
GOD IN THE LEAST EXPECTED PLACES.,

THE INCLUSIVE PERSON IS INTERESTED IN NEW
POSSIBILITIES THAT EXISTY ALL AROUND., THIS
DOES NOT MEAN THAT HE OR SHE IS LIKE A
BLOTTER THAT SOAKS UP EVERYTHING WITH WHICH
IT COMES IN CONTACT. INCLUSIVE PEOPLE STILL
HAVE THEIR VALUES, AND THEIR CONVICTIONS,

THEY RESPECT THE TRADITION THAT HAS PRODUCED
THEM, BUT AT THE SAME TIME ARE OPEN TO SEEING

THINGS IN A NEW WAY. INCLUSIVE PEOPLE ARE
INEVITABLY GROWING PEOPLE BECAUSE THEY ARE

FED BY SO MANY SOURCES OUTSIDE THEMSELVES.

BEING INCLUSIVE PEOPLE IS THE ONLY WAY IN
WHICH WE CAN ACHIEVE WHOLENESS. WE CANNOT
ACHIEVE WHOLENESS BY OURSELVES. NO ONE

OF US IS COMPLETE WITHIN OURSELF,

SOMETIMES IT TAKES MISERY AND SUFFERING
TO MAKE US INCLUSIVE. "MISERY LOVES COMPANY,”
IS THE OLD SAYING. IN FACT MISERY DEMANDS

COMPANY ,

A REVEALING FACT, OFTEN OVERLOOKED, IN THE

STORY OF THE TEN LEPERS WHO CAME TO JESUS
FOR HELP IS, AS WE MENTIONED EARLIER, THAT
ONE WAS A SAMARITAN, WHILE THE OTHER NINE
WERE JEWS. FOR MANY, MANY YEARS, THE JEWS



AND SAMARITANS WERE BITTER ENEMIES. EACH

THOUGHT THE OTHER HAD THE WRONG RELIGION,

BUT AS LEPERS THEY LIVED TOGETHER. THEIR
COMMON SUFFERING TRANSCENDED THEIR PREJUDICE,
[ WONDER IF WHEN THEY WERE HEALED, THEY
SEPARATED AGAIN?Y

A FLOOD COMES TO A DIVIDED COMMUNITY, AND
THEN WHITE PEOPLE AND BLACK PEOPLE GET ALONG
WITH EACH OTHER--THEIR COMMON SUFFERING
BRINGS THEM TOGETHER,

WE CAN FIND GOD AT WORK IN THE LEAST EXPECTED
PLACES.

IN HIS BOOK ENTITLED “ON THE ROAD WITH
CHARLES KURALT.,” MR. KURALT HAS A SECTION
ENTITLED “UNLIKELY HEROES.,"” AND HERE HE
DESCRIBES PEOPLE HE HAS MET ON HIS TRAVELS
WHO TO THE OUTSIDE WORLD ARE UNKNOWN, YET
EACH IN HIS OR HER OWN WAY IS DOING SOMETHING
EXTRA-ORDINARY, CHARLES KURALT DOES NOT

USE RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE, BUT [ BELIEVE WHAT

HE HAS DISCOVERED IS (GOD AT WORK THROUGH
HUMAN BEINGS IN THE LEAST EXPECTED PLACES,

ONE OF THE INDIVIDUALS HE WRITES ABOUT HE
CALLS THE “BicYcLE MAN.” HIS REAL NAME

1S JETHRO MANN, AND HE LIVES IN BELMONT,
NORTH CAROLINA. EVERY POOR KID IN THAT
SMALL TOWN SEEMS TO BE RIDING A BIKE AND

IT'S BECAUSE JETHRO MAKES IT POSSIBLE.,
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WHILE JETHRO KNOWS HE CAN'T FIND THE SOLUTION
TO EVERYTHING THAT'S WRONG IN THE WORLD,

HE DECIDED HE COULD DO SOMETHING ABOUT THE
FACT THAT MOST OF THE CHILDREN IN THE TOWN
CAME FROM FAMILIES WHO COULDN'T AFFORD A
BICYCLE., SO IN HIS GARAGE, WITH BROKEN

BIKES HE HAS REPAIRED AND WITH ONES HE HAS
BUILT FROM SPARE PARTS, HE STARTED A SORT

OF “LENDING LIBRARY” OF BICYCLES., ANY KID

CAN USE ONE BY JUST SIGNING IT OUT--NO
CHARGE.,

JETHRO HAS ABOUT 35 BICYCLES NOW--ALL SIZES,
ALL FIXED UP BY HIM, HIS SYSTEM FOR LENDING
OUT THE BIKES IS THE HONOR SYSTEM., IF THE
CHILD FAILS TO BRING THE BIKE BACK IN THE
AFTERNOON, TOMORROW THEY DON'T GET TO RIDE,
OR THEY DON'T GET TO RIDE BUT A LITTLE
WHILE. SO, HE SAYS, THEY ARE PRETTY NICE
ABOUT BRINGING THEM BACK. AND WE TRY TO

USE THIS AS A LEARNING SITUATION FOR THEM,
TEACH THEM TO BE RESPONSIBLE FOR SOMETHING,
TEACH THEM THAT IF THEY'LL TAKE CARE OF
OTHER PEOPLE’'S THINGS, THEY CAN'T HELP BUT
TAKE CARE OF THEIR OWN, IT WORKS OUT PRETTY
GOOD.,

IN ADDITION, JETHRO MANN ALSO FIXES BIKES
FOR LITTLE KIDS AND HE THEN TEACHES THE
LITTLE KIDS TO REPAIR THE BIKES FOR LITTLER

KIDS.
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ALONG TOWARD SUPPER TIME EACH EVENING, THE
BICYCLES RETURN., AND THE CHILDREN WHO
SIGNED THEM OUT CAREFULLY NOW SIGN THEM

IN., JETHRO HAS A FULL-TIME JOB, BY THE
WAY, WORKING FOR THE STATE. HE GIVES ALL
HIS SPARE TIME TO THIS. KURALT ASKED HIM
IF THIS DIDN'T COST HIM MOST OF HIS MONEY?
AND HE SAID THAT IT COST HIM A GOOD BIT

OF IT. BUT HE ENJOYS SPENDING IT THIS WAY.

OPEN YOUR EYES! THE GOOD NEWS IS THAT GoD

IS AT WORK IN THE WORLD AND OFTEN IN THE
LEAST EXPECTED PEOPLE AND PLACES -- EVEN

IN YOU AND ME. AMEN.,




