
Common Denominator: Week 1
What Does Jesus Say About Racism?
 
Scripture: Luke 10:25-37 
 
Write Up: Jesus is asked a question about what it means to follow the law of God. The law says to love God and to love your neighbor. But who is our neighbor? To answer this question, Jesus tells a story about a man who is beaten and left for dead. As the story continues, we are told about two religious Jews who would have been expected to stop and help the man. Neither of them do. Surprisingly, the only person who steps up to help the man in his plight is a Samaritan. He breaks a massive, ancient, near eastern racial barrier between Jews and Samaritans.  He does this because it is the honorable thing to do. Where the first two fail, the last man succeeds and loves despite the cultural and racial divide. This story is a parable that we all find ourselves in. Will we be the religious elite who refuse to love based on bias, or will we be the societal outcast who loves beyond what is required? 

Think: When we see Jesus in every situation, there is no person who is undeserving of love.

Feel: I have been shown so much mercy by God that I am called to do the same for others, regardless of our differences.

Do: Change my proximity to people who do not look like me or do not share the same racial background as I do. Look for opportunities to engage with love. 
 
Sermon: 

Today we begin a brand-new sermon series called Common Denominator. This series is one that is so pertinent to the current state of our country and our world that it must be wrestled with over the next 3 weeks. It seems all around us; people are looking for reasons to be divided. This struggle is not new, in fact it is as old time itself. For centuries, people have found themselves at odds with one another over all kinds of topics and differences of opinions. As the Church, we live differently from the divided world around us. We must set a tone of love and servanthood. The Bible has a lot to say about finding commonality rather than discrepancy. The scriptures speak to all kinds of circumstances that tear at the fabric of our society and pit Christians at odds with one another. These situations evoke division and cause us to become intrenched on our sides and see the other as the enemy. Characters in the Bible divided over race, politics and religion, among other things - all of which are common places of friction for the Church today as well.
Illustration: The overarching cause for the widening gap between people is the same principle that we see played out when magnets are either attracted to each other or repelled from one another. (Considering having large magnets on stage or small magnets that have been handed out in the audience.) Two magnets will attract one another as long as their poles are opposite of each other. Every magnet has both a north and a south pole, and these poles determine their attraction. When you place the north pole of one magnet near the south pole of another magnet, they attract. In fact, that is why we say “opposites attract”. However, if you bring the south end of a magnet near another south end, they repel each other. In the areas where people find themselves divided, like race, politics and religion, you would think their opposite opinions would be the repelling factor between them. However, it is not their opposite opinions that are the problem. The problem is that their desire to be right is greater than their desire to be in relationship. They are two south poles being repelled from one another.   
The truth is there are many topics in life that we see differently from each other. We do not see eye to eye on politics. We DO vote differently from one another. Religion is a place of conflict: we do feel strongly about our religious beliefs and convictions. Racial injustice is a reality, even in the Church. Humankind IS a diverse creation with beautiful and unique aspects to each ethnic background. So how do we keep ourselves from seeing these differences as reasons for being divided? The only way is to unite over a common denominator, something that unifies us more than the things that divide us. Each time these circumstances show up in the scriptures, and they are navigated toward unity, Jesus is always involved. He is the common denominator. 
POINT #1 – JESUS IS THE COMMON DENOMINATOR
The world in which Jesus lived and served was a world that was very divided as well. He was constantly being pushed to align with one group of people or another. There were deeply held convictions and beliefs about political factions, racial histories, and religious expressions. Jesus looks for every opportunity he can find to confront these divisive circumstances. Sometimes he speaks directly to them in conversation with others, but often he uses parables and stories to teach his listeners.  He teaches them how to live in healthy relationship to one another and express love for every person they meet. 
On one occasion, an expert in religious law tries to trap Jesus in a common discussion of the day. 
READ Luke 10:25-29
The expert in the law is asking Jesus to give him his interpretation of how one inherits eternal life. He wants to know what it takes to go to heaven one day. Jesus points to the Jewish law for the answer. In the book of Deuteronomy, in the Old Testament, there were a few verses memorized by Jewish individuals as a daily prayer. It was the simplest of all ways of living to please God. It was known as the “Shema” which is Hebrew for “listen”. The man of course knows this prayer well as he quotes it in verse 27. He says you must love the Lord your God and love your neighbor as yourself. Jesus affirms that if the man does this then he indeed will inherit what he is looking for. 
But then the man wants to clarify further. Perhaps he asks the follow up question because there are some people that he would rather not want to consider his neighbor and therefore love the way he loves God. 
If we are honest today, this clarifying question that the man asks is one that we want to ask as well. We often look for ways to justify selectively loving people as we love God. Typically, we do not have a problem as Christians loving people who look like us, act like us, think like us, and live on our side of town. Sadly, many times we decide whether or not we are willing to love someone as we love ourselves depending on the color of their skin or their ethnic background. This question is often a revealer of our true hearts and the sin of racism that can lurk just below the surface. Racism is a prejudice, discrimination, or antagonism directed against a person or people on the basis of their membership in a particular racial or ethnic group, typically one that is a minority or marginalized. It is sin and originates in the inward bend that we often have toward ourselves rather than reaching out in concern for the world. 
Jesus sees right through the man’s question and tells a story to confront the man’s sin.
READ Luke 10:30-32
In the parable, there is a man who is leaving Jerusalem and is jumped by a band of robbers. He is beaten and left for dead. His clothes were stripped from him, and he was covered in blood. From a distance it would have been difficult to tell if he were dead or alive. There are two men who pass the dying traveler. One is a priest and the other is a Levite; both are Jews. Those who were listening to Jesus’ story would have potentially thought: “Surely these good, Jewish, religious men will stop to help the poor man”.  However, they do not. They completely avoid him by walking on the other side of the road. What is sad is that they could have justified their avoidance. If the priest was on the way to the temple for worship and had come in contact with a dead body, that would have made him unfit for worship. The irony is it was his heart that made him unworthy. The Levite may have been afraid that if he stopped to help something similar might happen to him, he would be putting himself in harm’s way.
We get good at finding reasons to avoid others and justify neglecting the needs of people around us that are not like us. 
POINT #2 – LOOPHOLES TO LOVING OUR NEIGHBOR
The followers of Jesus are called to a sacrificial love of God and others. It is a fundamental aspect of what it means to live as a Christian. However, our human nature has a way of finding loopholes. 
Story: If you have children, then you are very familiar with this side of our human nature. It is amazing how many excuses and reasons our children can find for not cleaning their room, doing their homework, getting along with their siblings, or brushing their teeth. They look for loopholes. I cleaned my room… I did not know I had to make my bed too. I did most of my homework… the teacher said I did not have to do it all. I did not start it… they did. I did not know I needed to brush using toothpaste.
When we look for loopholes, we look for the path of least resistance. We try and avoid being uncomfortable or pushed out of our comfort zones. We look for ways to avoid responsibility. The man asking Jesus the question is looking for a loophole. The priest and the Levite were looking for loopholes to avoid living by the Shema: loving God and loving their neighbor. 
Jesus cuts to the heart of the matter. He unveils the real sin lurking in the hearts of his listeners then, and in us today, when he introduces one more traveler who comes by the broken and beaten man. 
READ Luke 10:33-35
This portion of the parable begins with a BUT. You know right away that Jesus is bringing his point home. He does not want you to miss what is about to be said. He introduces the final man who comes down the road as a Samaritan. As soon as this word would have come out of his mouth, there would have been a reaction. Some good Jews in the audience would have immediately been up in arms. Irate at the idea that the two Jewish men neglected to show love to neighbor while this Samaritan was the only one to show love to neighbor. You see, Jesus is crossing a major race barrier in the story that would have certainly ruffled feathers. 
The history between the Jews and the Samaritans was long and complicated. The Jewish people considered the Samaritans to be half-breeds who had watered down their strong Jewish heritage. While many Jews had been taken away during the exile, many stayed behind and intermarried with settlers from Mesopotamia and Syria. The Jews who returned after the exile considered those Jews who were left behind compromised in their eyes. Because of this strongly held belief, the Jewish people would avoid the Samaritans at all costs. They would travel around where they lived to ensure they did not have to have contact with them. This racism in the hearts of those to whom Jesus was talking was old and deeply held. 
Jesus says this Samaritan man is the only one to come alongside the broken man… who more than likely is a JEW! The Bible says that he “took pity on him”. This word in the Greek means to be moved in the inward most parts, to feel deep compassion. Compassion is the one emotion that we as Christians can feel that would move us away from discrimination. It is only through compassion that we allow ourselves to see from someone else’s perspective, and be moved deep in our hearts by the love of God for them. 
POINT #3 – RACISM IS OVERCOME THROUGH COMPASSION
The Samaritan man in the story is moved deep within, and he responds by going above and beyond to take care of the wounded man who would have been technically an enemy, based on his Jewish background. He tends to his wounds. He takes him to an inn for further care and pays for all of the man’s needs. Then Jesus asks a very important question that was mean for the teacher of the law, but is one we must answer today as well. 
READ Luke 10:36-37
Do you remember the question that started this whole discussion? Who is my neighbor?  Jesus asks after the parable which man acted as a true neighbor to the wounded man. Surprisingly, the answer is the Samaritan. Jesus ends with a command to go and do likewise. 
When there is such unexpected kindness that is displayed in the face of racism, the world takes notice. 
Story: June 17, 2015 in Charleston, SC was an incredibly tragic day. A few members of the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church had gathered together for a bible study. One of the individuals in the bible study was a visitor. He was the lone white person in the midst of the African American gathering. Without warning, he stood up and began shooting. He killed nine of the people in the room. It was pure evil in one of the oldest black churches in the United States. This shooting was fueled by racism, and one of the ugliest forms of sin was on display. The world was shocked. But what happened next was even more shocking. The families of the nine individuals who lost their lives did not respond in hate and anger. Instead, they responded with deep compassion. Their faith in God led them to offer forgiveness for the heinous crime. 
I am sure that the families of the lost loves ones in this church shooting were furious. They were disgusted that someone would have enough hate in their hearts to shoot another human being simply because of the color of their skin. Yet, their response was reminiscent of what Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “I have decided to stick with love. Hate is too great a burden to bear.”
Their generous offer of forgiveness was something that the world took notice of as well. It was a wakeup call for all, no matter the color of their skin, to choose love. That is the only way we eradicate racism from our Churches, our country, and our world. 
POINT #4 – GO AND DO LIKEWISE
There are other places within the scriptures where the call for love and compassion to prevail between people of different racial and ethnic backgrounds exists. Each time, the one calling for it and the reason for others to demand it, is Jesus Christ himself. His command at the end of this parable is not easy, but it must not be ignored. 
So, what can we do?
1. We can no longer fear the unknown

The attitudes of racism that reside in the Church today run the gamut from ignorance to hatred. The headwaters of both extremes is a fear of the unknown. When people become fearful, they lash out as a way of trying to protect themselves. As long as people continue to be ignorant of the unknown other, this fear will continue. We must change our proximity to people that are different from us. We must develop intentional friendships. We must decide to intentionally learn from one another. We must look for opportunities to display compassion and take them as often as they come. 

2. We must fight the desire for power
The history of pain and oppression between the Jews and the Samaritans was couched in a struggle for power over one another. The same is true for our dark history here in the United States. From slavery to segregation, the goal was always to be able to enact power over other people. Many would love just to encourage people to get over the history of oppression against African Americans in our country. They think it was a long time ago, and we need to move on. That is not the answer. This is not a problem that can just be “solved”, it is a wound that must be healed. That healing takes place through a servant attitude and not a continued desire for power. 

3. We can advocate for the oppressed
The church can become allies for those in their community who regularly experience discrimination. You can actively seek out programs and partnerships that help lift others up and enable them to prosper. Look for ways to fight racial injustice and be a promoter of peace. When you are moved by compassion, God can use you to make a difference in the world. 
Jesus said the true neighbor is the one who reaches out in service to others. The challenge today is for us to go and do likewise. May you go forth in love with God, and in showing love to your neighbor. 
PRAYER:
O God,
you created all people in your image.
We thank you for the astonishing variety
of races and cultures in this world.
Enrich our lives by ever-widening circles of friendship,
and show us your presence
in those who differ most from us,
until our knowledge of your love is made perfect
in our love for all your children;
through your Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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