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Once there was a man who was the world’s leading expert on European wasps and the sounds they make.

One day, as he is taking a stroll, he passes by the local record shop. (This was back in the vinyl days, when they still made records.) He looks in the window and a sign catches his eye. “Just released!” it says. “New LP –Wasps of the World & the Sounds They Make. Available now!”

What a lucky coincidence! The man goes into the record store.

“I am the world expert on European wasps and the sounds they make,” he says to the clerk. “I’d very much like to listen to the new LP you have advertised in the window.”

“Certainly, sir,” says the young woman behind the counter. “If you’d like to step into the listening booth and put on the headphones, I’ll put the LP on the turntable for you.”

The world expert on European wasps goes into the booth and puts on the earphones. Ten minutes later, he comes out and announces, “I am the world expert on European wasps and the sounds that they make, and yet I recognized none of those.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” says the clerk. “If you’d care to step into the booth, I can let you have another 10 minutes.”

The world expert on European wasps and the sounds that they make steps back into the booth and puts the headphones on again. Ten minutes later, he comes out of the booth shaking his head. “I don’t understand it,” he says. “I am the world expert on European wasps and the sounds that they make, and yet I still can’t recognize any of those!”

“I’m terribly sorry, sir,” the young woman says again. “Perhaps if you’d like to step into the booth again, you could have five more minutes.”

The world expert on European wasps and the sounds that they make heaves a sigh, then steps back into the booth. Five minutes later, he comes out again, clearly agitated. “I am the world expert on European wasps and the sounds that they make, and yet I have recognized none of the wasps on this LP,” he says.

“I really am terribly sorry,” says the clerk. “It’s all my fault. I’ve just realized I was playing you the bee side.”

* *  *


Now, I liked that joke so much I was going to tell it no matter what. But it actually has a purpose, and that is to remind us that oftentimes what we’re expecting to hear colors what we are able to hear. If you’re expecting to hear wasps, you’re not going to recognize the song of the bees.


That’s a problem when we read the Bible, too. Especially when we encounter a story that likely we’ve heard a million times before, such as today’s reading, Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan. It’s hard to hear it with fresh ears, hard to recapture the stunning impression a story like this would have made on Jesus’ followers. 


There’s a similar challenge in understanding a story like this, and it is the question of whether scripture is meant for the one or the many. Is the Bible like that best seller from a few years ago, Life’s Little Instruction Book, a collection of wisdom and inspiration that we’re meant to apply to our individual lives and behavior? Or is it more like FDR’s fireside chats, addressed to a nation with the intention of bringing us together as a people?


A lot of scholarship and a lot of preaching says it’s the first, that we should read the Bible as if it’s addressed to us alone. It might as well say on the cover: Frank’s Bible or Margaret’s Bible. The idea is that scripture holds great truths that God will open up to us and that God wants us to live out in everyday life. That’s a powerful way of reading the Bible. Countless people, Christians and non-Christians alike, have become more compassionate, more forgiving, more hopeful because they take the scripture to heart as a guide to life.


But there’s an equally compelling case for the idea that the Bible is primarily addressed not to individuals, but to a nation – the nation of Israel, and by extension all of us who are spiritual heirs to the Hebrew people of the ancient Near East. The Bible is the record of a people called into a long relationship of learning about God and themselves – a covenant people. As such, it’s less concerned with individual behavior and more interested in God’s faithful people as a group. The Bible reflects a struggle to understand God’s actions among God’s people.


And so one way to get more out of reading scripture is to read it like FDR’s fireside chat – to ask, what is God calling us to collectively, perhaps as a nation, in this passage?


Read as a guide to individual behavior, Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan seems pretty straightforward. “Love your neighbor as yourself,” Jesus says, and then he tells a story to make his advice clearer: A man is set upon by robbers, beaten and left for dead; the religious elites of the society, a priest and a Levite, avert their eyes and walk on by; a Samaritan, someone assumed to be outside the circle of God’s love, bandages the man’s wounds and provides for his care. Do like that, Jesus says. That’s what it means to love your neighbor.


This is powerful wisdom on an individual level. At times when people come in off the street, looking for financial assistance from our church, I try to remember the Good Samaritan and remember that Jesus calls each of us to love our neighbors of all stripes.


But today, on Independence Day, I want us to take the parable of the Good Samaritan as guidance on how to be Americans. If the scriptures speak to the nation of Israel – guiding it, instructing it, calling it back to God – then surely they can speak to the United States of America.

Love your neighbor. That’s what God is saying to America. And we need to hear it.


We need to hear it in part because, by virtue of living in the richest and most successful nation on the planet, we are way too full of ourselves. As a nation we have the idea that if it ain’t American, it ain’t nothing. We expect the world will be organized in our favor, the way when Queen Elizabeth goes out for crumpets, a staff of hundreds fawns over her at every step. 


Have you been watching the World Cup soccer tournament this year? Me neither. The ratings are a little better this time around than they were in 2006, but compared to, say, the Summer Olympics, they’re still minuscule.


That’s partly because a game whose absolute best day is a 0-0 tie will never catch on in America. Give us a 48-41 football game any day. 


But I have a theory. I think Americans won’t watch the World Cup because our team had no realistic chance of winning the tournament. And if we can’t win, well, why bother watching? We are Americans. We’re all about being on top.


You see this in the Olympics, which is why we like the Summer Olympics better than the Winter Olympics – we always win the medal count in summer. I don’t know about you, but the chants of “USA! USA!” at every pole vault and pommel horse routine strike me as ugly. Jerry Sullivan, a sports columnist for The Buffalo News, wrote about this and said, “No wonder the rest of the world hates us.” We’re like the overgrown bully who wants all the lunch money for himself. As a nation we have this need to feel special, to feel set apart, to feel superior. Maybe we have neighbors, but we are the No. 1 top-dog neighbor.

Jesus points out the priest, the Levite and the Samaritan. “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” “The one who showed him mercy,” says his listener. And Jesus says to him, “Go and do likewise.”


Go and do likewise, Jesus says to our beloved nation. Go and love your neighbor, and understand that your neighbor is not just, say, Canada or Australia or Barbados, those lovable, tourist-friendly countries we could take to the global prom and bring home to Mom. Love the nations of the world, Jesus says, including the pariahs – maybe especially the pariahs. Love the nations that cause us so much trouble. North Korea. Iran. Venezuela. We don’t have to love their leaders. Actually, loving the people of these countries sometimes means putting political and economic pressure on their leaders to make the lives of ordinary citizens better. 

So loving our neighbors can mean supporting Amnesty International as it tries to improve the human rights situation in China, a nation that executes thousands of criminals each year, usually with a bullet in the head. It can mean adding our voices to the protests over the imprisonment of Aung San Suu Kyi, the peaceful activist for democracy in Myanmar. It can mean pushing our own government to lift the trade and travel restrictions on Cuba that we’ve maintained for decades. It can mean supporting insurgent movements in many countries that seek to establish real democracies, and living with the consequences when the people choose leaders we don’t like. It can mean standing with the people of Darfur, Sudan, where a government-supported militia has quashed a rebellion by killing more than 400,000. It can mean asking our legislators – even in these hard times – to spend our tax dollars on feeding hungry people and sheltering refugees and working for peace in troubled places far, far away.

“Love your neighbor as yourself,” Jesus says. We are Americans. As a nation, we have no trouble with loving ourselves. But there are nations that are lying by the side of the road, beaten and bruised and in trouble. Maybe we should stop and be with them awhile.


Amen.

