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Luke 10:25-37

In Defiance of Imaginary Lines


The year is 1962.  Our nation is deeply immersed in the struggle over civil rights.  In Jackson, Mississippi, the city which serves as the setting for the novel, The Help, by Kathryn Stockett, progress is slow, if not non-existent for black Americans.  In this novel, a young white woman, Eugenia Phelan, nicknamed Miss Skeeter, returns to her hometown of Jackson, a recent graduate of the University of Mississippi.  Her mother had hoped she would return with an engagement ring on her finger, but instead Miss Skeeter returned with a burning desire to write and is encouraged by a New York book editor to “Write about what disturbs you, particularly if it bothers no one else.”
   The town of Jackson is deeply divided, rich and poor, black and white.  There are established, wealthy, high society families with clubs and leagues, open to whites only, and closed to anyone new or different.  Miss Skeeter was born and raised in this high society and like all of her friends, her family employs a black maid.  Almost without realizing how dangerous it might be - this was the early 60’s when fighting for civil rights could easily cost you your life - Miss Skeeter decides it is their stories she wants to write about, the stories of the maids, the black women who work in the homes of the white rich; women who work endless hours for pitiful pay while meeting the demands and whims of their employers, who raise their children, cook their meals, clean their sheets and iron their shirts, while being treated as less than fully human.  Miss Skeeter embarks on a project to interview maids and write their stories, their true stories, of what it’s like to be poor and black, working in wealthy white homes.  


In a conversation between two of the maids, they discuss the lines that separate people, lines that separate the poor from the rich, a poor country girl from the company of high society women, the lines that separate black Americans from the rights granted white Americans, from relationships based on equal respect.  At one point, Aibileen says to her friend, Minny, “I used to believe in em…the lines.  I don’t anymore.  They in our heads.  People…is always trying to make us believe they there.  But they ain’t.”
  


Lines.  What lines are in our heads?  What lines hem us in, create boundaries, box in our lives?  What invisible, imaginary lines rule our lives?  What lines are we afraid to cross, step over?  What lines have we accepted, been taught, live by, that like those maids we ought to realize just should not or don’t exist?  What imaginary lines do we need to defy?


The familiar parable of the Good Samaritan, a story of stepping over the line, can help us get at these questions.  A lawyer, someone who loved the law, who studied the law day and night, who no doubt had heard that at the very least Jesus was interpreting the law in strange ways and at times had actually advocated breaking the law, came to test Jesus.  He asked about eternal life and Jesus gave a good answer, tricky, but good, basically having the lawyer answer his own question.  But then the lawyer pressed on asking, “Who is my neighbor?”  Jesus answered with a story in which the traditional bad guy, the despised mixed race Samaritan, ends up being the good guy, the guy who helps the person in need.  With this story, Jesus challenged all kinds of boundaries and lines.  Now, today, out of the pages of Scripture, this parable asks us to challenge and perhaps defy the lines, real and imagined, that direct our lives.


Following the sequence of our Scripture passage, the parable of the Good Samaritan first asks us to defy the imaginary line of learning, of how, when and where, and from whom learning happens.  It seems pretty clear that the lawyer in the story had plans to teach Jesus a thing or two that day.  In front of a crowd, the lawyer wanted people to realize just how faulty Jesus’ thinking was, how little he understood the sacred law.  But as was so often the case with Jesus, everything got turned upside down and the lawyer became the student; the teacher, the learner.  The story encourages us not to draw lines or boundaries around us, never to assume we know it all, but to be open to new people, new ideas, new ways and places to learn.  


Dr. Azar Nafisi found herself in the difficult, life-threatening situation of needing to find a new way, an alternative way to provide opportunities for teaching and learning.  Dr. Nafisi currently resides in Washington D.C. and is a visiting professor and director of the Dialogue project at the Foreign Policy Institute of Johns Hopkins University.  Until 1997, Dr Nafisi lived and taught classes on Western Literature in her native Iran.  The revolution of 1979, which introduced an era of conservative Islamic restrictions in Iran, greatly altered Dr. Nafisi’s life. She was fired from her position at the University of Tehran for refusing to wear the traditional veil covering her face.  Later she resigned from her position at what had been the more liberal University of Allameh Tabatabai because of the influence of the revolutionary regime on the school.  Learning had become secondary to concerns about the appearance of female professors, whether they wore lipstick, or allowed a strand of hair to show below a head covering.  Literature was censored, the word wine removed from a story by Hemingway, for example.  In the midst of this volatile and repressive atmosphere, Dr. Nafisi became convinced that learning, real learning, could no longer take place within the walls of the university, so she resigned.  At the same time, she was unsettled by the thought of the students, particularly the women, oppressed and controlled, who were being kept from real learning and real discussion.  In her novel Reading Lolita in Tehran, she tells the story of how she began to teach outside the university walls, outside the control of the regime.  She invited some of her former female students to a reading group held in her home.  She assigned them books, uncensored Western literature, considered dangerous by the regime, to read, and then they would meet weekly to discuss what they had read.  At first the young women, from diverse backgrounds with a wide range of experiences, were shy and uncomfortable, unaccustomed to being asked to speak their minds or to share their opinions.  As time went on, they began to remove their veils when they were together and to speak freely, to engage in lively discussions, learning from the literature and from one another.

Dr. Nafisi crossed many lines, stood in defiance of imagined and imposed lines, to ensure that learning could take place.  When a traditional institution of learning, a university  no less, could no longer provide a real education, she moved the classroom to her living room, risking severe retribution.   We are so fortunate that we live in a country where we are free to engage in studies; a group of women meet in that lounge back there every month to exchange ideas about literature.  Yet Dr. Nafisi’s story and the story of the Good Samaritan can encourage us to defy the lines of learning, to be open to learning at any moment, at any place, and from any teacher and to remember that there always so much more to learn. 
There’s another line crossed in our story of the Good Samaritan: the line of safety.  Our parable encourages us to defy the boundaries of safety, probably lines that are more real than imagined, and be willing to risk, risk for justice and to show lovingkindness.  The despised Samaritan took great personal risk to help the beaten man.  Martin Luther King, Jr. once said about the parable, “The first question which the priest and the Levite asked was: "If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?"  But, the Good Samaritan reversed the question: "If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?"
  

There’s a story about a paramedic named Jack Casey.  He arrived at the scene of an accident, a man was pinned upside down in his pickup truck.  As Jack was trying to get the driver out of the wreckage, gasoline was dripping down on both of them.  Other rescuers were using power tools to cut the metal and one spark could have caused everything to go up in flames.  The driver, terrified, kept crying out about how scared he was of dying.  Through it all Jack stayed by his side.  Earlier in his life, Jack had been about to have surgery and was quite anxious.  A nurse promised to remain by his side and she did.
  That experience had stayed with Jack and he found within him the courage to risk crossing the line of safety to care for another.  

Returning to the novel, The Help, it took some time, but eventually one maid after another was willing to cross the line of safety, to tell her story to Miss Skeeter, risking all in the fight for justice.  Each maid feared for her livelihood and literally for her life and the lives of her family members.  At one point, the maid Aibileen describes how a powerful, wealthy, manipulative white woman could destroy a black maid’s life:  first she fires the maid, then a few days later the family gets an eviction notice since all the property in town is owned by white people, then the maid moves in with her daughter whose husband is suddenly fired from his job.  And then one night, late at night, they show up at your door with torches and weapons.
  Despite such threats, the maids, convinced justice must be fought for, one by one, cross the line of safety and risk all to tell their stories to Miss Skeeter.  
As we fight for justice and demonstrate lovingkindness, at times we must defy the lines of safety and take risks.  As we learn, we often need to defy the lines of expectations about where and from whom learning takes place. Yet on this Martin Luther King, Jr. Sunday, we are also reminded that the parable of the Good Samaritan asks us to redefine who our neighbors are…to defy the lines about who we think we are capable of loving.  

To be honest, I read many stories about people who are difficult to love.  But no story touched me more than that of a son trying desperately to hold on to his love for his father suffering from Alzheimer’s.  Jim wrote, “My Dad doesn’t recognize me anymore.  But I go in there and help him.  He was in a straight jacket one day, and I was looking him closely in the face, eyeball to eyeball, trying to communicate and calm him down, and my dad just reeled up and spit in my face as hard as he could.  Yah, it’s not easy.”
  
In another scene from The Help, the maid Aibileen decides one day to tell a story to the young white girl, Mae Mobley who is in her care.  Aibileen says, “Today I want to tell you about a man from outer space.  One day, a wise Martian come down to Earth to teach us people a thing or two.”  Mae Mobley asks, “Martian? How big?”  Aibileen answers, “Oh, he about six-two.”  “What’s his name?” the little girl asks.  “Martian Luther King…he was a real nice martian mister King.  Looked just like us, nose, mouth, hair up on his head, but sometime people looked at him funny and sometime, well, I guess sometime people was just downright mean.”  “Why Aibee?  Why was they so mean to him,” the girl asked.  “Cause he was green.”
  

The parable of the Good Samaritan asks us to defy real and imagined lines:  of where and how learning takes place, of safety and risk-taking, the line of who we are able to love.
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