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Can you remember a time when somebody’s words or actions hurt you?  Can you remember how you felt?  Right about now some of you are probably thinking, “I can remember, but I don’t want to.  I’ve worked hard to put it behind me, to distance myself from that pain.”


Well, of course; we all do that; we have to do that, have to get some distance, lest yesterday’s pain engulf today and tomorrow.  There comes a time when we have to put it behind us.  Thing is, we ought not put it too far behind us, ought not try to protect ourselves with too much forgetting, because, you see, from one’s own wounds, from our own experiences of getting hurt, from our own encounters with pain and angst, and from remembering what we felt, remembering what it was like to get hurt, comes a maturing which Christians need, a maturing of our ability to connect, as Christians are called to do, with other human beings who are suffering.

Now I know, as you do, that maturation of the ability to connect with other suffering people doesn’t always emerge from one’s own experience of suffering.  When, for example, we don’t get enough distance from our own past pain, we can wind up with a chronic bitterness which stunts and may stifle our ability to connect with anybody, whether they are suffering or not.
On the other hand, too much distance from our own pain also is problematic.  It can engender in us a callousness toward the suffering of others, a sort of self-righteous, “I got over it and so should you.”  And, attempting to maintain distance from our own pain can cause us to distance ourselves from others, lest their pain touch us and punch a hole in the dam we’ve built to hold back those old feelings we don’t want to feel.  Too much distance from our own past pain, or not enough distance, can hamper our ability to connect with other suffering people.


But when it works right, when we’ve achieved the right balance of enough but not too much distance - from our own wounds comes the ability to connect profoundly, human to human.  There’s something about having suffered ourselves that moves us out of superficiality, out of the artificiality in which we live with other human beings as if just ships passing in the night.  There’s something about having suffered ourselves which opens our eyes to really see each other, to see around the differences in our external lives, to see that no matter who we are, getting hurt is part of every human being’s life story.  And there’s something about having suffered ourselves which gives us the ability to recognize hurt in somebody else, even when that pain is hidden behind an “Everything’s just fine, I’m just fine” smile.
So okay; that’s all true, but about what we felt when we got hurt in the past:  why should we not put those feelings in the garbage, or at least way, way back in our attic of memories; why do we need to keep those feelings of pain accessible?  Well, it has to do with being a neighbor, behaving in a neighborly way not just to some but to all, and most especially for Christians, being neighborly toward anyone who is suffering.

You see, it’s awfully easy for us to dislike certain people for all sorts of different reasons.  And that dislike, it causes us to step back, to separate ourselves from that person, to stay apart and disconnected, so that when we see that person suffering, from our disconnected stance we just shrug and say, “Well, what goes around comes around; she made her bed, let her lie in it; he’s just getting what he deserves.”  That disconnecting caused by dislike, we all do it, even though deep down we know that it really isn’t compatible with our calling as Christians.  But what happens when your own feelings of suffering are well-remembered?  Odd but true, somehow that remembered pain allows you to move around dislike, to connect profoundly with that person, human to human, even to want to help.  What has happened through your remembered feelings is compassion, and compassion is such a wonderful thing, truly something holy.  Compassion is the sacred womb in which a neighbor is born.

From one’s own wounds, from getting hurt and remembering how it felt, comes our ability to experience compassion, and therein to be a neighbor.  So it was that, from within the compassion of a certain Samaritan, a neighbor was born.  What the Samaritan in the parable did, it wasn’t because he was somehow innately a better human being than the rest of us.  Referring to him as the “good” Samaritan may leave that impression, but really, he is any human being whose own wounds and remembered pain have brought the spiritual maturity of compassion.  He stopped, we are told, because he felt pity, compassion.  Of course; who better than a despised Samaritan would know what it’s like to be passed by?  Who better than a Samaritan would know the value of the gift of someone who’ll really see you as a human being and care?
You know, sometimes we fail to recognize that there are two sorely wounded characters in this story, not just one.  The Samaritan bears the wounds of anyone who has ever been hurt by snobbery or prejudice or disrespect, anyone who has been ignored, shunned, passed by because of religion, race, nationality, gender, sexual orientation, educational level, social status, body size or something else.  Who better than a Samaritan would know and feel the pain beyond the physical beating, the pain of being passed by?
Who better than a Samaritan to be a neighbor to another wounded creature, and so, who better than you, who’ve been wounded one way or another, who better than you to feel with and understand what somebody else is going through?  Who better than you knows what a difference it can make when a fellow human being pays attention, feels with you, understands, and cares?

From one’s own wounds, from our own experiences of getting hurt, and from remembering what we felt, comes a maturing of the compassion which Christians need, a maturing of our ability to connect, as Christians are called to do, with other human beings who are suffering.  From one’s own wounds, from remembering one’s own pain, comes the compassion, in which neighborliness is born.  And the reason for living as a neighbor, Jesus made that clear.  It isn’t that neighborliness is what buys your ticket into a heavenly future.  What it does do is enable you to live in the dawn of that beautiful eternity right now, for the neighborly way is, you know, the way of God’s kingdom.
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