
IS IT REALLY NOT COMPLICATED?
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TEXT: Deuteronomy 30:11, 14 “Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not
too hard for you, nor is it too far away.  No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in
your heart for you to observe.” 
PURPOSE: To encourage our practice of faith to be shaped by the marvelous simplicity of God’s
gracious guidance.  
______________________________________________________________________________

I refuse to admit that, when Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon fifty years
ago this week, I already was a teenager, and had mostly let go of my childhood
fascination with space travel.  Surely I am not that old!  I do remember that historic
flight, and I certainly recall keeping track of the progress of the mission.  What I don’t
remember at all was hearing how immensely complicated it was not only to get into
moon orbit, but to land without crashing, and most importantly, for the lunar lander to
reconnect with the command module.  

Or maybe not so complicated.  This past Monday, I listened to a fascinating
radio show about a NASA engineer whose name was John C. Houbolt.1  Way early in
the planning for the mission to the moon, NASA scientists were trying to figure out
how to do it successfully.  Houbolt had a plan known as “lunar-orbit rendezvous”
which he insisted was nowhere near as complicated as the plans that the NASA
bigwigs were floating.  He said he had the math to prove the viability of his plan, but
at the time, no one bothered even to look at it.  Eventually, Houbolt left NASA in
frustration, and also eventually, his was the strategy which was adopted.  And even
though his idea was far less complicated than the other proposals, I have to say that it’s
still incredibly complicated.  The radio show reminded us that the two modules had to
meet and connect while traveling 4000 miles an hour orbiting the moon.  

Today’s passage from the Old Testament Book of Deuteronomy also wants to
say, ‘it’s not complicated,’ or should I say, it’s not rocket science.  It’s not
complicated, the text says, to observe God’s commandment.  The commandment isn’t
difficult, and it isn’t inaccessible.  It isn’t stuck up in heaven, and it isn’t hidden
beyond the sea.  It is, in fact, very near, as near as our mouth and our heart.  It is totally
straightforward and ready for us to observe.  The commandment to which Moses is
referring is God’s instructions for life in community with others laid out at least in the
Book of Deuteronomy, and more likely in the whole body of Israelite law.   The point
of this passage is that observing this law is a natural thing for God’s people who, in the
words of the text, have “turned to the Lord your God with all your heart and all your
soul.”  (Deut. 30:10)  And just to make it even simpler, there’s a verse just prior to the
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passage we heard today which suggests that God will cause us to love God with all our
heart and soul, so that we may live.  (Deut. 30:6)  So yes, it really isn’t rocket science: 
God makes us want to love God, and we who love God have God’s plan for living
installed in our soul.  Those who love God are designed for a rendezvous with God,
with the math worked out in heaven, ready for action consistent with God’s intentions. 
No matter how complicated obeying God may seem, God is making it not complicated. 

With that, let’s jump to the lawyer seeking to “test” Jesus in today’s gospel
passage.  Lawyers in those days were not like modern attorneys.  They were
responsible for interpreting the religious law – remember, that simple way of life
which Moses said was already in us, ready for us to observe.  Maybe it wasn’t
supposed to be complicated, but by the time of Jesus, an enormous body of
interpretation had grown up around the original law, so much so that an average person
frequently had to consult one of these lawyers to figure out how the rules applied to
their situation.  This is not in itself a bad thing.  Take a look at those old laws, about
things like what to do if your ox gets loose and does some damage, and how wrong it
is to oppress a widow, an orphan, or a migrant, and that kids who disrespect their
parents should be put to death, and we realize right away that some interpretation is
needed if we want to apply these rules to situations in which we might find ourselves. 

The lawyer who approached Jesus wanted to know what Jesus thought were the
requirements for “inheriting eternal life.”  Jesus, being Jesus, put the question back to
the lawyer.  The lawyer’s answer was straightforward: Love God, and love your
neighbor.  Exactly right, Jesus said; do this and you will live.  But here’s where it gets
complicated: Luke tells us that the lawyer wanted to “justify” himself.  “Who,” he
asked, “is my neighbor?”  Maybe he just wanted to justify his asking Jesus his question
in the first place.  But more likely he wanted to find out if Jesus thought that he was
being sufficiently neighborly.  If that’s what he wanted to know, it’s not all that
different from what we want to know.  Let’s see: I’ve mowed my elderly neighbor’s
grass in this awful heat.  I brought a casserole dinner to a recuperating church member. 
I gave money so our church could fill our Thanksgiving and Christmas baskets.  I
contributed to some disaster relief effort.  So, Jesus, reassure me: have I done enough
to qualify as a neighbor lover?  Here’s the thing: once we get into trying to justify
ourselves on any matter related to faith, things are going to head in the direction of
rocket science.   And especially, once we start trying to draw lines to define who is a
neighbor, and to set standards for sufficient neighborliness, someone right outside our
boundary is going to need something, and something just beyond what we’re willing to
give is going to be needed.  
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But Jesus, being Jesus, refused to fall into the complications which were behind
the lawyer’s desire to justify himself.  Instead, he responded with one of the best
known of his parables, the story of the Good Samaritan.  The upshot of the parable
turns the whole question about neighborliness on its head. The question is not whether
the beat up man lying in the ditch is our neighbor.  The relevant question is whether
we are his neighbor.  Whoever shows mercy to a person in need qualifies as that
person’s neighbor.  It’s not complicated.  

Or is it?  If we bring the Parable of the Good Samaritan into our days, how can
it not get complicated?  Helping people these days turns out to be dreadfully
complicated.  We are not supposed to touch injured people unless we’re wearing
gloves, for fear of being infected by blood borne illnesses.  If we came across a beaten
up person, wouldn’t most of us think we were doing enough if we called 9-1-1? 
Would any of us consider putting a banged up person in our car, driving him to an
emergency room, and paying the cost of treatment?  

Many of you know that I’ve spent a lot of time helping people who are
homeless. I’ve given many a homeless person a ride, sometimes to the hospital,
sometimes home from jail.  But I’ve learned not to give out my address or my phone
number.  And only on the rarest of occasions, and then with church charitable funds,
did I pay for an ailing homeless person to stay in a motel.  Even then, unlike the
Samaritan, I limited how much I was willing to give.  

One of the most controversial issues facing our nation, and indeed our world,
these days, is how to deal with the millions of migrants leaving their homes in hopes of
finding a better life for themselves and their children.  I have to say, what we are doing
to the migrants arriving at our southern border has made me sick.  I am outraged at the
grossly inhumane treatment of people, especially children,  who have risked their lives
to come here.  In our country, as in many others, this has become a deeply divisive
political issue.  What if we turned away from the politics, and let Jesus’ teaching about
being a neighbor inform our thinking?  Good idea, but I’m not sure it makes our
response to human migration any less complicated.  I actually think it would be easier
to send people to the moon and bring them back than to figure out a just and
compassionate way to care for migrants.  How many people would be needed to decide
whose request for asylum is legitimate and whose request isn’t?   A lot more than are
handling those requests now.  What kind of facilities would be appropriate to
accommodate people while they were waiting for their appeals to be processed?  
Certainly something more humane that what they’re being detained in now.  How
could arrangements be made for refugee children to have decent care which didn’t



Is It Really not Complicated?
July 14, 2019
page 4

traumatize them the way they are being treated now?  It would take thoughtfulness,
and money, and staffing.  Who wants to do these jobs?  

These are all legitimate concerns, but the more we focus on issues like these, the
more we align ourselves with the priest and the Levite in Jesus’ parable, who chose to
pass by on the other side instead of taking the risks involved in helping a person in
need.  And the more we are overwhelmed with how complicated this is, the more we
become like the lawyer who sought to justify himself by setting limits on who counted
as his neighbor, and on what counts as sufficiently neighborly behavior.  

What Jesus is asking is that we cease from thinking of the person in need as a
problem, and instead, to think of ourselves as a neighbor to a person in need.  That
shift in orientation doesn’t magically uncomplicate our refugee crisis.  But it enables a
totally different approach, an approach grounded in love rather than fear. What we
know is that fear complicates and love simplifies.  Jesus is calling us to choose the
path of love, which overcomes fear.  

The needs of those who need us to be neighbors in our world are as complicated
as they are overwhelming.  But Jesus still is right: it’s not complicated to be a
neighbor.  Remember another one of his teachings – “Do unto others as you would
have them do unto you.”  Pretty simple.  If I am in need, I still want to be respected as
an intelligent, resourceful person.  If I want to help, it’s just common sense to be
careful with how involved I get.  And most of all, as a person of faith, as a community
of faith, may we remember, as we practice neighborliness, that God guides and
prospers our efforts.  That’s God’s promise: those who obey God’s commands, God
will make abundantly prosperous in all their undertakings.  (Deut. 30:9)  

The first year we were running that Cold Weather Shelter in Concord, a
chronically homeless intoxicated man named Jethro came to stay with us.  I was so
eager to help him, too eager, in fact.  He was too drunk to get his shoes off before he
passed out on the cot.  So I was kneeling down taking off his shoes, and he and I were
having the kind of unproductive argument that generally arises from a conversation
with a very intoxicated person.  “Jethro,” I asked him in frustration, “do you know why
we opened this shelter?”  Maybe I, like the lawyer, was seeking to justify myself.  I
have no idea what I wanted to accomplish by asking that question.  But Jethro put it to
me.  “God told you to.”   It’s not complicated.  Do what God tells us to, which is to be
a loving neighbor, and we, like the lawyer, will live.  


