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    The gospel reading we read today is known as the Parable of the Good Samaritan. The reading of the parable comes at an appropriate time in the lectionary because this week we begin the Nativity fast. We commonly call this fast Philipovka or Phillip’s fast, because it starts the day after the feast of St. Philip the Apostle. 
     Additionally, the parable is a key reading during this fast because it deals with who is our neighbor and how we relate to our neighbor. The Nativity fast is the time of the year everyone does something for their neighbor, usually in the form of giving gifts to relatives and friends, giving to children who would not have a Christmas or bringing food for those less fortunate. Certainly, these deeds are good deeds and are noteworthy, and by all means the least we can do during this season. But the actions in the parable go beyond those actions of bringing food to the poor or giving gifts. 
    This parable is extraordinary because it demonstrates the breakdown of prejudice between peoples and shows love that was negligent between two peoples of the day. We can liken the hatred of Priest and Levite much like the Israeli and Palestinian people of today. Yet, despite that overall prejudice and hatred, we see an individual, a Samaritan who takes it upon himself to care for someone who was lying in a ditch.
    If we could relate this parable to today’s world, we can see the same hated expressed by many peoples other than Palestinians and Jews. Usually it is peoples juxtaposed to each other that have some sort of cultural differences: Armenians and Azerbaijanis, Eritreans and Somalis, Basques and Spaniards, Irish Catholics and Northern Irish Protestants. Because of their location in relation to each other, hatred grew over the years based various reasons. Even in America, we still have people who refuse to accept others as their brothers and sisters based either on their race, ethnic or socio-economic backgrounds, religious preferences or political views.     
      Christ was targeting this parable at a certain population within the Jewish community. The lawyer who tries to test Christ in this lesson was probably a Pharisee—a type of Judaism that emphasized being obedient to a law without doing it out of love. Even though the Pharisees were part of the chosen people, their Judaism was empty, somewhere along the way they missed the mark—something went awry. Christ’s presence in the world was to tell the Jews they were no longer the chosen because of their faith and actions, but it was the Samaritan man that was more worthy than his chosen ones even though they didn’t have the correct beliefs.
      By the words of this parable, we can even say that people who do not have the correct faith, but do Christian actions in their lives may go before us in the heavenly kingdom. Have we ever met a person who was agnostic or even an atheist and their actions are more Christian than our own? Despite their lack of faith, one wonders if God will have compassion on them and they will enter the kingdom before us.     

     We can proclaim we have faith in God and do all of the fasting, all of the praying, even receive all of the sacraments of the church, but if we do not do the least to our brethren, we have done nothing for our salvation. 
   Christ was a revolutionary in the day. The Jewish people did not know what to make of him because he completely understood the law at the time and radically tried to change it. The notion of a chosen people became obsolete and that God was there for all people no matter who they were, Jew or Gentile, as long as they loved God with all their mind and heart and loved mankind the same way they loved God. And today, in God’s eyes, there is no Armenian or Azerbaijani, Palestinian or Jew, Basque or Spaniard.
    So, as we begin the fast, do not use it as a time for only abstaining from meat or dairy products, but treat the fast as a time of how we can be like the Good Samaritan and be a true servant to those who need our help.  It is not far fetched to consider volunteering time at a nursing home especially if we are retired. There are many in nursing homes who are lonely, have no family and the only contact is the medical assistants. There are organizations that support orphanages in foreign counties that not only need money but supplies and volunteers so that a child can live a better life. Even though we have COVID to deal with and now it becomes more difficult to have contact with others, we can still do things that allow us to social distance, to be safe and to give our time and talents to others. 

      Remember as I have said in past sermons, it is not just throwing money at someone less fortunate, but it is the human contact that is most important. Loneliness is a terrible disease and offering your time and contact with another human being is worth more especially to those who have no family. 
    One of the greatest sins we commit is how we neglect our fellow man. This neglect is ever so evident when we come to Confession and do not acknowledge this neglect.  Our confession should never just concern us and God, but must include us and our fellow man.  
    We cannot call ourselves Christians unless we have faith and do good works.  The Epistle of James expresses it well:   So, you see, faith by itself isn’t enough. Unless it produces good deeds, it is dead and useless.  Now someone may argue, “Some people have faith; others have good deeds.” But I say, “How can you show me your faith if you don’t have good deeds? I will show you my faith by my good deeds.”
   Let us also be reminded during this fast of the words of St. Anthony the Great: putting away all evil, controlling the tongue from idle talking and gossip, forbearing from anger, and abstaining from lust, falsehood, and flattery.  Whoever fasts in this way, his fast is pleasing to God."  Amen. 
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