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THE BOAT THAT CAPSIZED

Luke 10.25-37
July 11, 2010
  Augustana, West St. Paul, MN
Grace to you and peace, from God our Father through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  Amen.

*****

A boat lives in our garage.  It’s called a Folbot; vinyl stretched over a wood frame, 18 feet long, a cross between a canoe and a kayak.  My brilliant and skillful wife built this boat from a kit nearly 25 years ago when we lived in Anoka County.  Early in its life it got regular use.  The whole family would toss the boat on top of one of the cars and go off to a lake and paddle around, sometimes five people in one small boat.

But since we moved to Eagan in 1994, the boat has had very little use.  On the one hand there haven’t been as many people in the house to lift the boat to the top of the car; on the other, cars aren’t made the way they used to be.  Since the early 90’s cars haven’t had the little edge running around the top of the doors, the edge we would attach the boat carrier to.  The boat lost its on-land mobility.  Every now and then Pat would suggest that it would be fun to get the boat out, and I would pretend that I had suddenly gone deaf.

On a 4th of July a few years ago, I gave in.  Our daughters were in Wisconsin, visiting our son and his wife who were living there at the time.  Only the two of us and the dogs at home.  A lovely day.  It was.  “A good day to get the boat out,” Pat said, and I agreed.

Now there is a small lake very close to our home, but getting the boat there was still a problem since we couldn’t put the carrier on our cars.  We jerry rigged a process that involved one end of the boat on a wheelbarrow and the other carried and wheeled it down the middle of the street and across the ball field and through the trees and into the water and we got in and we rowed, rowed, rowed our boat and it was lovely.

A small lake.  We rowed down the lake, we rowed up the lake, we were never very good at steering the thing and the lack of practice had not made us any better, but we made it somehow.  And then…there will never be agreement on the details of this…somebody moved, the boat capsized, and there we were in the water.
Now I can sufficiently paddle around, but I am no Michael Phelps and this was not an experience I enjoyed even though the water was fairly warm. My mind began imagining all sorts of terrible outcomes.  We had life jackets but they were 20 years old and not in the best of shape. I shouted for help.  Help…help… help.  Pat was trying to climb into the boat, and I was hanging on to the boat and trying to stay alive.
Four young Hispanic men were fishing from the shore.  I had seen them there before.  They heard my shouts, and one of them came swimming out, then a second behind him.  Grabbed onto the boat, grabbed on to me, Pat was in the boat by now.  They pulled us into shore.  When we got to land, the first swimmer reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a cell phone.  Thoroughly soaked; thoroughly, well, dead.  The four did not speak English, we did not speak Spanish, but somehow they got the message that we had moved the boat via wheelbarrow, laughed at that, carried the boat back to our garage, and left.  We tried to thank them as best we could.  When I got some dry clothes on I went up to the convenience store and bought a cold six pack of beer for them, but by the time I got back to the fishing spot, they were gone.  I drank the beer myself.
We live in a nice, typical, Eagan neighborhood.  Four young Hispanic men.  Usually the only time you would see a group like that in our neighborhood would be when somebody was getting a new roof.  My neighbors are good people, decent people, some of them members of Augustana.  I respect them.  At the same time, I am quite sure that there are those in the neighborhood who would not be happy with the idea of four young Hispanic men, non-residents, non-English speakers, coming into “our” neighborhood, fishing in “our” lake.  As a matter of fact, there might even be people in the neighborhood as there are throughout the country who would question the presence of these four young Hispanic men, non-English speakers, in the United States of America.
But I will tell you this.  When I was in the water, holding onto the boat, hoping to get to shore, and one of them came to help me, I did not question his immigration status.  He might have been an undocumented alien…but I didn’t care!  He was the guy holding on to me, holding me up.  It wasn’t a hard-bodied, well trained lifeguard.  It wasn’t one of my neighbors coming out with the power boat.  It was this…guy.

If you were to make a short list of the most popular parables of Jesus, the Good Samaritan would be near the top.  If you’ve ever hung around a Christian church you know this story, and you might know it even if you haven’t.  It’s a staple of Sunday School and Vacation Bible School and Bible study groups, the theme of countless sermons.  But I don’t think we get it right most of the time.  Usually the Parable of the Good Samaritan becomes a little morality play; we hiss the priest and the Levite, cheer the Samaritan, and tell each other that we are supposed to be like that Samaritan.  Helpful.  The parable starts with the question “Who is my neighbor?”  It seems to answer that question “Anybody who needs my help.”  Neat.  Clean.

But if you look carefully at Jesus’ parables, you will see that he doesn’t really intend them to be morality plays; Jesus is talking about life and death, not about being nice; about the Kingdom of God, not the good society.  I think our place in this story is not with the priest or the Levite or the Samaritan; it is with that half-dead dude lying by the side of the road.  That’s where you and I are in this story…by the side of the road, in need of rescue.
Who rescues the crime victim here?  Not the socially respectable, good people—priest and Levite.  Not the policeman, not the attorney, not the good guys, not the establishment.  No, it’s the foreigner, the alien, the outsider, the Samaritan…did you know that Galileans weren’t even convinced that they should let the Samaritans have free movement across their land?  You could call them undocumented aliens.  It’s the one who died the most humiliating death, the one saved for the most despised criminal.  It’s Jesus himself.

The Parable of the Good Samaritan is no more about the kind of people we are supposed be than the story I told at the beginning is about boating safety.  The Parable is a promise for all of us.  When we are lying beaten and bloody by the side of the road, when we are most desperate, our hope for rescue is not with law and order nor is it with structured religiosity; it is with the Jesus who saves us.

Back again to the beginning of the Gospel text.  It doesn’t really begin with “who is my neighbor?”  It starts with a lawyer testing Jesus: “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Then there is a little verbal sparring before Jesus tells the story of the Good Samaritan, which is Jesus telling him that what he needs to do to inherit eternal life is to lie there beside the road, and let himself be rescued; rescued by the kind of person he would really prefer to avoid.

When we went out on the boat that day, all we wanted was a peaceful trip around the lake; we wanted to be neat, athletic, conditioned suburban people.  We were proud of coming up a way to move the boat on our own, and were ready to show off.  Didn’t work out that way.  We had to be rescued, rescued by people who under many circumstances would not be welcome in the neighborhood.  We wanted to do it ourselves; didn’t work.

The lawyer who interrogated Jesus wanted to know what he needed to do himself to inherit eternal life.  That was the problem right there: the idea that being saved has something to do with what you do.  Jesus answer was the same answer he has always given.  Nothing.  Nothing.  Just sit back and let yourself be rescued.  That’s what they say about a water rescue.  If a lifeguard is coming after you, don’t try to swim yourself.  You’ll only make things worse.  Let the lifeguard do the work.  It is also true in the salvation racket; you can’t save yourself…let Jesus save you.  You can’t do anything that will cause you to inherit eternal life…only let Jesus give it to you.  You can and will be saved by the least likely candidate.  Thanks be to God.  Amen

