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Well, we’re here! After months of anticipation, 10 days ago, Emily and I packed the last of our belongings into our car and headed east on I-94 out of Chicago one more time. Only this time, after all the trips we’ve made to visit family and friends over the last few years, this time we were headed here – to our new church home and our new church family.

And what a welcoming family you are! Wow! We have been so blessed by all the things you have been doing to make us feel welcome here – sending cards and letters, preparing the parsonage, putting food in the refrigerator. We are so grateful for your wonderful hospitality – and we cannot thank you enough! I think we truly feel like we have come home!
All of that said, it’s still going to take a little time for us to get to know all of you. I hope you’ll help us out a bit. Please be patient if I forget your names – thank goodness for name tags - and feel free to stop in to the office and introduce yourselves. I would love to sit with you and hear a bit of your story. And, I’d like to ask your help in another way, as well. I’m hoping that you can help me get to know who our neighbors are here at Ann Arbor First.

That is, of course, the very question at the center of today’s scripture reading: “Who is my neighbor?” In response to this question, Jesus tells the parable of the Good Samaritan, showing us both who our neighbor is and what it means to be a neighbor.

It’s all part of a fascinating verbal sparring match between Jesus and a lawyer. Now, this lawyer is not exactly what we think of as a lawyer. He isn’t a litigator or defender. Rather, he is an expert on Jewish law, and he has come to test Jesus. Biblical anthropologists tell us that this kind of testing was intended to challenge Jesus’ honor and possibly reveal Jesus as an impostor. And so the lawyer asks Jesus, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” And Jesus, who is exceptionally good at this kind of verbal banter, answers with a question, “Well, what do you read about this in the Torah?” Being an expert on Jewish law, the lawyer already knows the answer to his own question. “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.” 
“Okay,” Jesus answers. “You’ve got the right answer so just do it.”
But the lawyer decides that to say “Love your neighbor as yourself” isn’t specific enough. He wants to know exactly who is neighbor is. He reminds me of a child when you ask him to clean his room and he says, “How much do I have to clean? Do I have to put away the clothes I shoved under my desk? How about the books I left on the floor? Do I really have to clean everything?”
In a similar way, the lawyer, too, wants to test the limits, so he says to Jesus, “Tell me who I have to love. Who is my neighbor? I love my family – is that enough? I love other Jews – will that do? Do I have to love the Gentiles? The lepers? The unclean?” 
The lawyer’s question is about much more than the people next door. He is asking about social and cultural and religious boundaries, about who is in and who is out. It is a question that would have been important not just for those who surrounded Jesus but for the young community Luke is writing to, as well – a community that is seeking to both define itself and also to open its doors to a wider group of people. 
And when Jesus responds to the question with the story of the Good Samaritan, he makes the answer clear. In his love, there are no social boundaries. There are no walls. And as his disciples, we are to do the same - to love everybody with compassion and mercy – even the ones we don’t know, even the ones who scare us. Jesus is telling us we’ve got to clean the whole room.
Now, for most of us, breaking down those social boundaries is a scary thing. That’s why the priest and the Levite walk on by the beaten man by the side of the road. They don’t know who he is or how helping him might change them. We find comfort in knowing where we belong – and staying there. And we find comfort in knowing where “other people” belong, too. Without boundaries, how do we know the rules? How do we figure out what’s safe and what’s not? 
One thing you’ll learn about me as you get to know me is that I love books – especially literature. I was an English major as an undergrad and an English teacher for several years. One of the hardest things about seminary for me was that I only got to read theology books! So, the first thing I did after I graduated a couple of months ago was to pick up a nice, fat novel!
The novel was Kathryn Stockett’s, The Help, a story which explores the relationships between white women and their black maids living in Jackson, Mississippi during the Civil Rights movement. For most of these women, both white and black, the social boundaries in Jackson are clear. They know what the black maids are allowed to do and where they are allowed to go. They know how to maintain the social class system on which Jackson society was built.
But, then one of the protagonists of the story, a maid by the name of Minnie, begins to work for Miss Celia, a young, white woman who has recently married a wealthy man and moved to Jackson from a small country town. In reserved and uptight Jackson, Miss Celia, in her tight, low cut dresses and much too much make up, sticks out like a sore thumb. She wants to make friends with the other young women in Jackson society, but they see her as a hick who doesn’t know how to dress or how to behave. So, she turns to her maid for friendship.
For Minnie, the maid, this is painfully uncomfortable. “She just don’t seem to see em,” Minnie says to her best friend, Aibeleen. “The lines. Not between her and me, not between her and the society ladies.” Aibeleen takes a long sip of her tea and responds by saying that maybe Miss Celia doesn’t see the lines because the lines aren’t real. 
“Say what?” Minnie answers.
And Aibeleen goes on to explain to Minnie that she has come to realize that the lines don’t exist. They’re in our heads. People want us to believe they’re real, but they’re not. Minnie is confused by what this means until Aibeleen smiles and pats her hand saying, “All I’m saying is that kindness don’t have no boundaries.” Between black and white, between maid and employer, between small town hick and big city society lady, kindness has no boundaries.
And that’s what Jesus is teaching us, as well. We all know that we have a long history of placing boundaries, of using them to gain power over others and to protect ourselves. But, in the radical worldview of the gospel, in the way that is our Christian path, those boundaries don’t exist. Kindness is our way. Everyone is a neighbor whom we are to love. The identity of the person lying by the side of the road doesn’t matter. What matters is that we love them. 

In the coming months, you may be hearing a lot in this congregation about radical hospitality – about extending the same kind of warm welcome to our neighbors here in the Ann Arbor area that you have extended to Emily and to me. This church has a wonderful history of inclusiveness, but there are always more people left by the side of the road. 
So, I’m hoping that as your new pastor, you can help me know who those people are. That together we can begin to identify who is in the neighborhood and hasn’t yet made it to First Church and find ways to invite them in. Who is in the neighborhood that is in need of the love of Christ – and serve them.
Like Minnie and all of the characters in The Help, we may find breaking out of familiar patterns to be a little scary – in our personal lives and as a congregation. But for whatever fear we face, we have God to be our Good Samaritan. As is so often true, Jesus calls us to be to our neighbor what God already is to us. So, we can trust that God is ready to bandage up our wounds, heal whatever makes us afraid, and love us just as we are. And as God loves us, we are empowered to love others – to break down those protective walls and open our arms in Christian welcome to all God’s people. 
As someone who has been so warmly welcomed into this neighborhood this week, let me say that kind of hospitality is a powerful gift. And as followers of Christ, it is a gift we are called to both give and receive in our homes, our church, and, of course, in our neighborhoods! So, as Jesus says to this lawyer, let us go and do likewise!
Amen.
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