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Deut. 30:9-14 

And the Lord your God will make you abundantly prosperous in all your undertakings, in the fruit of your body, in the fruit of your livestock, and in the fruit of your soil. For the Lord will again take delight in prospering you, just as he delighted in prospering your ancestors, when you obey the Lord your God by observing his commandments and decrees that are written in this book of the law, because you turn to the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul. Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not too hard for you, nor is it too far away. It is not in heaven, that you should say, "Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?" Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, "Who will cross to the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?" No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe. 

Col. 1:1-14 

    Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae: Grace to you and peace from God our Father. In our prayers for you we always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, for we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, because of the hope laid up for you in heaven. You have heard of this hope before in the word of the truth, the gospel  that has come to you. Just as it is bearing fruit and growing in the whole world, so it has been bearing fruit among yourselves from the day you heard it and truly comprehended the grace of God. This you learned from Epaphras, our beloved fellow servant. He is a faithful minister of Christ on your behalf, and he has made known to us your love in the Spirit. For this reason, since the day we heard it, we have not ceased praying for you and asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of God's will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every good work and as you grow in the knowledge of God. May you be made strong with all the strength that comes from his glorious power, and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience, while joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has enabled you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light. He has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

Luke 10:25-37 

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he said, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?" He said to him, "What is written in the law? What do you read there?" He answered, "You shall 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." And he said to him, "You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live." But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, "And who is my neighbor?" Jesus replied, "A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, 'Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.' Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?" He said, "The one who showed him mercy." Jesus said to him, "Go and do likewise." 

Either/Or or Both/And?

“Pastor, I have a question for you.” Whenever I hear those words, my mind begins to race. I never know what’s going to follow. Sometimes it’s a logistical question, like, “What time does the meeting begin,” or, “Where should I turn in the money to register for this event?” Sometimes, it’s a pastoral care question, like, “How do I respond to this situation?” or, “Do you have any advice for a parent with kids like mine?” And, sometimes, though this is the least common, I get a theological question, like “Did Jesus have a choice about dying on the cross?” or “What does the Bible say about life after death?”

Now, whenever someone asks me something, I find that it’s usually helpful to make sure I understand the question, and to do that, I usually need to know something about the person asking it. Sometimes the question is expressing a desire to engage in a thoughtful conversation, and sometimes the person is just looking for a simple answer. I remember a mother once telling me about the time her eight year old son asked her where babies came from. She took a deep breath, and launched into a ten minute explanation of human sexuality, trying as best she could to be clear and sensitive to her son’s level of understanding. When she was done, she asked him what he thought about what she said, and he replied, a bit bewildered, “That’s fine, but I just wanted to know why we have belly buttons.”


So, when someone stood up and asked Jesus this question, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus based his answer on the fact that the person asking it was a lawyer. He asked what was written in the law. But then the lawyer pressed him, and Jesus took this as a sign that the lawyer wasn’t satisfied with a simple answer, but that he wanted to go deeper in his understanding of what it means to be a follower of God, so he told the story we now know as the Parable of the Good Samaritan. 

Now, if someone were to come to me and ask me, “Pastor, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” I would probably respond, being the good Lutheran that I am, “Nothing; you can’t do anything to gain eternal life, it is a free gift from a loving and gracious God.” “Wait a minute,” the person might protest, “that’s not what Jesus said to the lawyer,” and they would, of course, be right. And, if they wanted to engage in a debate, we could probably go on for quite some time, citing biblical verses back and forth, some claiming that faith was the only requirement for salvation, and others lifting up the importance of doing good works and loving your neighbor. 
In Romans 10, Paul writes that, “if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved,” and in Mark 16, Jesus says, “The one who believes and is baptized will be saved; but the one who does not believe will be condemned.” But, on the other side, we could look at Matthew 25, when Jesus speaks of the coming judgment day, when people will be separated as sheep from goats, not by what they believe, but by what they do, and those that give food and clothing to those in need will be welcomed into the kingdom, and those who do not will be condemned to eternal punishment. Or we could look at the fifth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Galatians, which we read in worship just a few weeks ago, in which Paul lists those behaviors which prevent us from inheriting the kingdom of God, including fornication, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these.
“So, what is it?” we might ask in understandable frustration. “What’s the right answer to this very important question?” We want to know where to draw the line, because, if we are anything like the lawyer in the Gospel, we want to make sure we’re on the right side of the line. And yet, our God, the almighty creator of the universe and our loving Lord and savior, rarely gives us what we want, but he always gives us what we need. I think that most of us want to live in an either/or world, in which there are clear answers to complex questions, but God has created a both/and universe, in which our attempts to arrive at clean and simple answers will usually result in frustration and confusion. 
If we look at the entirety of scripture, we will see that both faith and works are essential components of the Christian life. It is our faith, received as a gift from God, which brings us into a loving relationship with God, but that faith then drives us out in love toward our neighbor, and we cannot help but engage in acts of service and mercy. We are a people who are both saints and sinners, who are called to live lives of both faith and love, in the midst of a world that is both fallen and redeemed. 
It may not be easy to understand, but I have come to believe that our calling is not so much to have all the right answers to life’s perplexing questions, our calling is to trust in the one who made it all, learning to embrace and to love the questions themselves. If we could understand it all, if we could come up with a clear-cut, fool-proof recipe for Christian living, I really don’t think we would need an on-going relationship with God. But when we accept the fact that we will never have all the answers, that our human minds and hearts simply cannot comprehend the mysteries of our God, then we will recognize that we need to rely on the constant grace and guidance of the Spirit, and we will be drawn into a vibrant, growing, and ever-changing relationship with a very dynamic and still creating Creator. 
Or, in the words of Rainer Maria Rilke in his Letters to a Young Poet, “Be patient with everything unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves like locked rooms or books that are written in a very foreign tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given to you, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you then will gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.” Such is the life of faith: not to have the answers, but to live and to love the questions. Thanks be to God; amen.
