"A Common Story"

Lawyer (Mary Allison Cates): 

[Walk away from the pulpit to the prop box. Take off the stole, put on the tie. Return to the pulpit.]

Ego. I’m an old lawyer now, and by the grace of God, I’ve improved with age. But when I was a young man on track to become a partner, I held tight to my ego. I thought that if I was going to succeed, someone else would have to fail. If there was a right answer to a problem, it better have come from me. I didn’t want to be this way, you see, but it’s part of what makes all young upstarts into thriving professionals. Plus, I had a family to support. So I became territorial when that Jesus showed up with his new way of seeing the world. He was gaining momentum, and with what effort? Where was he while I was up at all hours studying the law? Who was he to gain instant celebrity when I was the one who was first in my class. I was the up and coming phenom, I was the future of the profession, I was the expert on what was right and what was wrong! Ah, but there goes my ego again…

One day, I found myself face to face with Jesus. It was the moment I had been waiting for. In my head I had pictured a showdown, with a crowd of bystanders cheering me on. I would prove to all of those who were beginning to doubt me that I, not this Jesus, was their man. First, I tested Jesus by asking him what I must do to inherit eternal life. He prompted me to recite the law on this matter, so I did. We are to love the Lord our God with all of our heart, soul, strength, and mind, and to love our neighbors as ourselves. So far, so good. One point for the upstart lawyer, zero points for the man in the beard and sandals. But it wasn’t enough for my ego that the right answer had come from me. I needed for the wrong answer to come from him. So I asked him a trick question: “And just who is my neighbor?” 

Do you know what that Jesus did? He didn’t come back at me with the usual breakdown of citizenry I was expecting or even a simple two-word answer. Instead he launched into a long story, loaded with meaning. I guess he knew that only a story would disarm me. Only a story would relieve me of my ego so that I could begin to truly live.

[Return the necktie to the prop box and be seated.]

Priest and Levite: 

[Straughans go to the prop box and put on the priest’s collar (Anne) and the blue sash (Bill), and go to the pulpit.]

Together: Fear.

Priest (Anne Straughan): It’s the only thing I can think of that would have made me, a priest, forget who I was on that Jericho road.

Levite (Bill Straughan): It’s the only thing I can imagine that would keep me, a Levite, from helping out one of my own as I traveled.

Priest: You see, what most people don’t know about the road from Jerusalem to Jericho is that it’s a treacherous and winding downhill descent.

Levite: And there are robbers hiding in every curve waiting to attack.

Priest: You don’t want to look up for fear of falling.

Levite: …and you don’t want to look down for fear of an onslaught.

Priest: Interpreters have made excuses for us over the years. They’ve pointed out that I was on the way to the temple, and that touching a dead guy would have made me ritually unclean and unable to do my job.

Levite: They’ve pointed out that Jewish law would have forbidden me from defiling myself by helping the poor guy out.

Priest: But I’m afraid these interpreters are wrong
. That day, I was walking AWAY from Jerusalem, where the temple is, and the guy on the side of the road was wounded, not dead….

Levite: …Furthermore, it was not uncommon for my people to break the purity laws for reasons that were just and right
. 

Priest: No, I have to be honest and say that it was fear that kept me from even looking at the man as I passed him by.

Levite: Because I knew that if I looked closely at him, I would be moved with compassion. Just a moment’s glance would have compelled me to act…

Priest: And such action would have put me in grave danger of losing my footing, or worse, falling prey to more robbers. The sad fact is:

Together: Fear kept us from being who we really are.

[Return the sash and collar to the prop box and be seated.]

Man in Ditch (Mary Allison Cates): 

[Go to prop box, take the cane from the box, and walk from the prop box to the pulpit with the cane and a limp.]

Pride. You can look at me and see that the events of that day on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho changed my life forever. I’ve had this cane and this limp ever since I was wounded there and left for dead. But what you don’t see is how I’m a different person on the inside now, and how I learned then to swallow my pride.
I guess I’m glad that I’ve turned out to be fairly minor character as the story is told and retold, for I’m ashamed of the thoughts that were going through my head as I lay half dead in the rocky soil. I noticed the priest as he approached, and I knew for certain that he would help me. But when he didn’t, I cursed all of religion for the havoc it has created throughout history. And when the Levite passed by without so much as a second glance my way, I cursed all of humanity for its propensity toward fear and selfishness. Pride took over. I might have been dying, but at least I could rest knowing that I, alone, was a good person.

But it was not until I saw the Samaritan approaching that my thoughts reached an all time low. You see, my people and the people of Samaria are archrivals. My people worship in THE high temple on THE holy mountain, and the Samaritan people have their own nearby mountain and temple, which they claim, is just as high and just as holy. As this story, my story, gets told and retold, the Samaritans are construed as members of a poor, persecuted, minority group, but this is just not true. We are virtually equal in power, the Samaritans and the Jews, and we have a long history of rejecting and oppressing each other. To equate this to YOUR time and place, a Samaritan man helping a wounded Jew, would be like a modern day member of Hamas helping a wounded Israeli-right- wing-settler. Picture John McCain nursing Barack Obama back to health, or liberal Christians coming to the aid of the religious right.

You would think that my pride would have left me when those robbers took off all my clothes. You would think that the open sores on my body would have left me nothing more to be proud of. But when I saw that Samaritan man coming toward me, all I could think of was this: Dear God, I would rather die right here than change my opinion of this man and everything he represents.

So this is the story of how I was broken and healed. As the Samaritan put me on his own animal, as he poured oil and wine on my wounds, as he tended to me through the night and put me up at the inn, I healed. But I healed funny. I still have this cane and this limp, a new appreciation of the Samaritans, and a little less pride.

[Return to the prop box with a limp, return the cane to the box, put on the messenger bag, and return to the pulpit.]

Samaritan (Mary Allison Cates): 
What does it mean to love one’s neighbor as one’s self? Well, I can only tell you what it has meant to me, the Samaritan, who, helped the wounded Jew on the side of Jericho road. It is not as if I am perfect, as the interpreters of the story make me out to be. After all, my first instinct as I looked at the wounded man that day was fear – fear that I would lose my footing if I payed him any mind, fear that I would get attacked myself if I stopped to help. Then, as I moved close enough to him to see that he was a Jew, I felt myself growing smug. Even as I tended to his injuries and took him to the inn, my pride swelled. I enjoyed thinking of myself, the Samaritan, as the strong one, and the wounded man, a Jew, as the weak one. But sometime during that long night with this man, my heart changed. I became so absorbed in loving and caring for this person that my fear and pride faded.

Now that this story has circulated and I have become the poster child for all things good and right in the world, I struggle with ego. Sometimes, now, it is this ego that keeps me from loving my neighbor. I am the star of this story but sometimes I’m the one who needs to hear it the most.

[Return the messenger bag to the prop box, put on the necktie, and return to the pulpit.]

Lawyer (Mary Allison Cates):
So, this is the story that set this old self-absorbed lawyer free. This is the story that I still come back to when my ego takes over, when fear keeps me from being my true self, and when pride blinds me from seeing the true selves of others. If you, in your own time and place, are wondering who your neighbors are and how to love them, you too must examine your ego, your fears, your pride. We cling to these things without even realizing it, and they alienate us from God’s people. The good news is, even one powerful encounter can change us. We will not be slaves to our egos, fears, and pride forever. For we are all wrapped up in the same story, a story of steep roads and softening hearts. It’s a story that will set us all free… if we let it. 

[Return the necktie to the prop box, put on the stole, and sit down.]
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