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I am not sure if you have noticed, but over the last two weeks I have lingered around the topic of gifts.  Two Sundays ago, the first Sunday of the year and the first Sunday of the season we call Epiphany, I posited that the real and lasting gifts the Magi brought to honor the Christ were the gifts of wonder, the gifts of true sight and the gifts of worship.  Last week, as we examined the words of the Prophet Micah, I asked whether or not God really wanted or needed our gifts, our stuff, anyway.  My sense of the Micah text is that God does not need our stuff but that God desires us to give him our hearts, for when God has our hearts, all of our stuff will follow.  Now this week, I return to ponder what gifts God might have access to if we first brought God our hearts.
For, when you give someone your heart, when you give someone your true self, they are likely, very likely, to get the best of your gifts.  I am honored to be married to man who has all of my heart.  And so when I offer a gift to him what really lies behind it is not the price or the kind of property the gift might be, what lies behind it is my heart; and because he has my heart, I desire to give him the very best of my gifts.

So it was with our hero today; the hero whose name we do not know but whose story is told in the parable that Jesus posits in the 10th chapter of Luke.  As we meet the Good Samaritan on the road to Jericho there are just a few things we need to know.  Hundreds of years before this good brother walked down the dusty road from Jericho to Jerusalem internecine warfare had broken out between members of God’s chosen people; between the Samaritan’s ancestors and the children of Israel.  We talked about this just a bit last Sunday.  After the reign of Saul and David, after the reign of Solomon; the people of God, the Kingdom of Israel was split in two.
  After Solomon instead of there being an orderly succession from Solomon to Solomon’s son, strife and chaos broke out among God’s people and a rival king from the North declared that the people of Israel who lived in the North would no longer follow after the line of David, they would not follow Solomon’s son, Rehoboam.  The people who lived in the North declared that they wanted a kinder king than Rehoboam and so they named his rival Jeroboam as their king.  Now, the people of God; the Kingdom of Israel was forever split in two; the southern tribes following the line of David and the Northern tribes not. 

In time the northern tribes were captured and sent into oblivion.
  What little we know about their lives after they disappeared from the face of the earth tells us they intermarried and became known not as Israel but as people by many other names; included among the people who they became were the Samaritans.  So, by the time Luke is writing, the Jews and the Samaritans had no congress with one another; they were at enmity and remained at odds; odds so deep that no self respecting Jew would ever consider speaking to a Samaritan for the Jews considered the Samaritans, at best, distant cousins and, at worst, mongrels.

That’s the back drop to the story of the Good Samaritan.  But the particular Samaritan Luke calls good sees simply another man injured and left for dead on the side of the road.  He sees a man who is not a Jew or a Samaritan, though commentators assure us the way Jesus told the story all of the hearers would know the injured man was Jewish; the Samaritan seems a man who is hurt and needs his help.  He sees one and he is moved to compassion. 

There he was making his way from Jerusalem to Jericho.  The road on which he traveled is 27 miles and as it traverses the distance between the two cities it descends a dangerous 3,000 feet.  It is steep and windy road and it is a road full of danger.  It runs through passages narrow and dark; and at points it’s contours offers easy hiding places for bandits noted for attacking travelers.  The one whom the Good Samaritan assisted was caught off guard on his trip, stripped, beaten and left for dead.  This man was without hope, but as you heard Bill read the story right after the man’s condition is described, the next words are “but another traveler passed by”.  Yes, you know the story, two others passed by – but they did so from the other side of the road, never stopping to see if they could offer any help.  
But the Good Samaritan came to where the man lay, took pity on him, poured oil on and bandaged his wounds, transported him to an inn and paid for his care.  In the actions of this man, this Good Samaritan, you can hear the true story of his heart; a heart given in compassion to one who was in need; a heart that once given brought the best of its gifts oil and wine, money and time.  What happens when the heart is given?  What gifts will we bring?  Like the Samaritan, like Micah, when we truly give our hearts, we will give only our best gifts and that is precisely what the Samaritan man did.
I am conscious that tomorrow is the day our nation celebrates the birth of Martin King.  And I am conscious that the life of the Good Samaritan and the life of Martin bear some resemblance.  It is as if the Samaritan heard Martin singing one of his favorite hymns; If I can help somebody as I pas a long, if I can cheer somebody with a word or song, if I can show somebody they are traveling wrong; then my living shall not be in vain.  I have even heard Martin compared to the Good Samaritan and called his 20th century contemporary.  

But there is at least one major difference between the Samaritan and Martin, and it is a difference worth noting since we live in time closer to Martin than to the Samaritan.  The difference is this; as the Samaritan was moved at the level of his heart; as he felt compassion he brought his best gifts and in doing so saved the life of one man.  But Martin, when moved by compassion; when motivated to give his heart to the cause of equality and justice; when prompted to being his best gifts, realized the power of one was not enough.  Martin chose to enlist, inspire and engage others so that they would bring their gifts and stand with him, on the front line of change.  Rosa Parks brought her gift, quiet as it was and history now records her name.  Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel brought his gifts and as this Jewish man marched with Martin he said, I felt like my legs were praying.  Hundreds and thousands of men and women of all colors, of all walks of life came; bringing their hearts and bringing their gifts and though history does not record their names, our lives and the lives of our children bear the stamp of their power, their agency and their success.

The Samaritan from the pages of Luke’s Gospel is a good man, but by bringing just his gifts he could save only one who had been injured on the Jericho Road; oh but if he had been able to marshal the hearts and the gifts of the many, he might have been able to save so many more by constructing a plan and inspiring others to help him repair the road.  For saving the one did nothing for those who yet had to travel that dangerous road; saving the one did nothing for the generations yet to come and like the Samaritan we call Good, saving the one, though good, is not good enough.

You and I live in a time where we can be just like the Samaritan.  We can reach out and do our part to help individuals and we can go home and feel good about it.  But we can also be more like Martin.  We can choose to give God our hearts, to bring our best individual gifts and combine them with all of the other gifts that worship on this corner, in this place.  We can bring our best selves as a community and like Martin we can enlist, and inspire and engage others to work with us to do more than save the one; we can set out to repair the road.

What road?  I am not yet sure.  We may take on the road of making it safe again to say I am a Christian and I love the Lord and to be a Christian does not mean that I am unwilling to think, unable to appreciate science, uncaring about the plight of those who are not like me, or unaffected by the hatred that others spew in the name of my God.  We may take on rebuilding the road of what it means to evangelize; and please be clear I think most evangelization is done without words, and certainly without words first.  There are so many roads in and around the church that are broken and we may well be called to bringing our hearts, our gifts together to work on those roads. 

And there are other roads.  Within miles of this church there are people who are hungry, who are cold, who live each week on what our households spend on dinners out or Starbucks.  We can continue the work we do through the Diaconate and the Missions Committee, and that is good work; but we can also, as a community, decide there are places where we want not to feed just the few but we want to repair the broken road that leads people into poverty in a land of plenty.  And we have examples already in our church of people who are bringing their hearts and giving their gifts in ways that repair broken roads.  Phillip Roussel wrestles with issues of under employment and unemployment; he is working on repairing broken roads.  JoAnne Jacobsen has lobbied for changes in the way our society deals with those who struggle with mental incapacities; she is working on repairing broken roads.  My own beloved in his work has taken on the task of understanding how college might be made available to wider and wider groups of people; that is repairing a broken road.  Carol Eich seeks to insure that men in women in lands far from here who want to know the Gospel can; that is repairing broken roads; and there are others, stories I have not yet heard, in this very congregation people who are working on repairing broken roads.

So Community Church what shall we do as we go forward into your 161st year and my second year.  For you know it was one year ago today that you voted to accept me as your pastor.  Now one year later it is time for us to think about how we as a church; as a community can bring our hearts, bring our gifts and make a difference; how we can repair broken roads.

And it is fitting that we, as a community, begin this conversation on the eve of the birth of a man who offered his heart, brought his gifts and made a difference in the world.  It is also fitting that Martin was not perfect and that his sins and challenges are being revealed in book after book.  It is fitting for no one is perfect, but even in our imperfection, if we bring our gifts, our hearts to God, if we do as Jeremiah told his people to do, if we turn our hearts to God, then God can use us to do more than we can ask, think, or imagine.
  

The Good Samaritan was very good; but our moment in history calls for more than the saving of the one.  It calls us to turn our hearts toward God; it calls for us to give our hearts to God, and in doing so to give our very best gifts.  And when we do, when hearts are given, of just imagine the gifts that will be brought?  Yes what gifts will be brought?  That is the question, let us pray.
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