
Sermon for 1 Lent; Beloved Community 
Good Samaritan 

St. John’s, Church, Feb. 26, 2023 
Lise Hildebrandt 

 
Connie DeSimone and Claudette Chmura proposed that we use some worship times to focus on 
social justice issues, and named the series “Becoming Beloved Community.”  “Beloved 
Community” was a term coined by Harvard professor Josiah Royce and popularized by Martin 
Luther King, Jr.  Dr. King defined beloved community as “a global vision in which all people can 
share in the wealth of the earth . . . poverty, hunger and homelessness will not be tolerated . . . 
Racism and all forms of discrimination, bigotry and prejudice will be replaced by an all-inclusive 
spirit of sisterhood and brotherhood.” These days, we might want to acknowledge that beloved 
community needs to extend to our non-human relatives too.  
 
So how do we become beloved community?   Dr. King said that, “At its core, the ‘Beloved 
Community’ is an engine of reconciliation” and that it “will require a qualitative change in our 
souls as well as a quantitative change in our lives.”  I believe this is what Jesus was getting at in 
the passage from Luke’s Gospel, the very familiar story of the so-called “Good” Samaritan.  In it, 
a Pharisee, an expert in Jewish religious law, tries to test Jesus.  “What must I do to inherit 
eternal life?” he asks.  Jesus asks him what the law says, and he responds with a beautiful 
summary of “Love God, love your neighbor.” Jesus replies, “Bingo!  Do those!”  But he presses 
on, “And who is my neighbor?” Because if you can decide who your neighbor is, then you can 
ignore everyone else.  Jesus doesn’t fall into the trap; he tells the familiar story and ends with 
the question, “Which of these acted like a neighbor to the injured man?”   
 
If we want to be part of a community and a world that embodies beloved community, where 
people have a place to live, enough to eat, where all are treated with respect and dignity, we 
might think that this is mainly about solving problems or helping out those people.  But if we 
pay attention to Jesus and Dr. King, it sounds like the starting place needs to be changing our 
souls, the way we think and how we act; how we need to be reconciled to others.  Beloved 
community is about building genuine relationship and is very very counter-cultural. 
 
In order to change, we need to know what ideas and habits have shaped us.  That means, we 
need to understand the dominant culture, which is White culture.  We have been trained to 
think that this is the only “real” culture or not even to see it as culture, just the “way things 
are.”  White culture values and supports white people and devalues not-white people.  But it 
also contains lots of habits, lots of values that we take for granted as “good” or the “way things 
should be.”  White culture affects everyone in this country; through laws and habits it privileges 
people of white skin and puts barriers up for not-white people.  All us white people directly and 
indirectly benefit.  The Episcopal Church is also a place of overwhelming Whiteness, of historical 
wealth and influence, of education and power.  That is the truth.  In my embodied racism 
practice, every week we hear “Guidance for White-Bodied Participants.”  And the first principle 
is:  “Accept the awkward - talking about white culture is new for many of us.”  That means, try 
to be open to what I’m saying, even if it makes you uncomfortable.  If you find yourself going 
“La la la I can’t hear you,” you might want to notice that and say, “Wow!  I guess I AM 
uncomfortable!”    



Understanding our Whiteness is a process, and it is painful.  It takes time.  It is also necessary if 
we are ever to aspire to becoming beloved community.  Because White culture affects not only 
race relations, but all relationships, and all social justice issues in this country.   
 
Perhaps you have heard of the White Supremacy Culture Characteristics by Tema Okun, a white 
woman who built on the work of Kenneth Jones and many others 
(https://www.whitesupremacyculture.info/characteristics.html).  She identified how white 
culture shows up in organizations.  She says, “our institutions not only value these 
characteristics, they to some extent require them and constantly reproduce them in order to 
benefit from them.”  And we, as individuals, also internalize them.  These white culture 
characteristics are particularly toxic to Black, Brown, and Indigeous peoples, but they harm all 
of us.  Some of these characteristics are: fear, perfectionism, individualism, a sense of urgency, 
defensiveness and denial, worship of the written word, the belief in one “right” way, 
paternalism, binary thinking, power hoarding, fear of open conflict, progress defined as more, 
and the right to comfort.  That’s a lot.  I’m just going to explore a few with you today. 
 
Let’s consider binary thinking:  Okun says binary thinking “reduces the complexity of life and 
the nuance of our relationships with each other and all living things into either/or, yes or no, 
right or wrong in ways that reinforce urgency, one right way perfectionist thinking, and abuse 
of power.”     
 
We have been conditioned to think in binary terms in so many ways, and usually there is a 
“good” and “bad” or “less good” judgment –White is good or safe and Black (or anyone non-
white) is bad or not safe, male--good and female—not as good, rich—good, poor--bad, 
heterosexual “good” or “normal,” everybody else--“deviant” or “strange”; “native-born” is 
good, immigrant is suspect.  Isn’t that the way most of us grew up thinking?  Or not even 
thinking, just assuming, reacting, “knowing,” because it’s how we were taught.   
 
Let’s see how this shows up in our story.  In Jesus’ time, there were very clear distinctions 
between Jews and non-Jews, which meant between Jews and Samaritans and Jews and 
Gentiles.  There were clear distinctions between Pharisees, those who studied the Torah or law, 
and Sadducees, those who served at the temple.  There were distinctions between clean and 
unclean, between what is lawful and what is not.  The lawyer was asking Jesus, “who is the 
person who is my neighbor, and who is not?” Jesus tells this story to mess with binary thinking: 
“A man—a Jewish man--was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked by 
robbers.”  He traveled a notoriously dangerous route. He was beaten, and left naked and close 
to death.  He would have had no identifying clothes on to tell which group he belonged to.  Two 
good religious people—a priest and a Levite—came upon him and kept going.  Why didn’t they 
stop?  They couldn’t tell if he was Jewish or Gentile; they might have thought he was dead, 
which would make them ritually unclean if they touched him.  They might not have been sure 
what to do or how to care for him—how often we don’t want to do something wrong, so we 
don’t do anything at all.  Now Samaritans were generally despised and avoided by Jews, but a 
Samaritan man came upon the hurt man, tended his wounds, transported him to an inn, and 
left money for his care.   
 
Jesus asked the lawyer:  Which of these three people was a neighbor to the hurt man? The 
answer wasn’t a matter of law or of which people were in your social circle; it wasn’t a matter 



of status or power—about looking good or having the “means” to be a neighbor.  The lawyer 
answers, “The one who had mercy on him.”  The one the hearers would least expect to be the 
star of the story, because they had been conditioned to think ill of Samaritans.  The Samaritan 
responded by seeing the beaten man, having compassion, putting himself at risk and at 
expense to take care of him.  Jesus says to the lawyer, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
Doing the work of becoming beloved community means we have to really wrestle with these 
categories and allow them to be turned upside down, like Jesus did with the lawyer and the 
story.  We are coming to realize that gender is not just male and female, but a continuum.  
There are many expressions of sexuality as well, not just man loves woman.  We are having to 
come to terms with our colonial history, which means that the real native born people are the 
ones whose land we took and much of our wealth comes from stealing land and labor from 
others.  These are all invitations to a place of more humility and opening up our world-view.  
It’s not about blaming or shaming but to understand life differently.   
 
Paternalism --another characteristic of white culture—is also a kind of binary thinking.  It is the 
idea that the people in power have the knowledge and ability to make decisions for others (the 
people without power) without even including or consulting them.  In Church we have 
historically been guilty of paternalism—seeing ourselves as good and righteous people who 
have the means to help out those unfortunate people.  Without actually developing 
relationships with them, listening to them, finding out what the roots of their problems are or 
acknowledging that we are complicit in creating those problems, or standing alongside them to 
advocate for system change. Instead, we get to hold on to our privilege and feel good about the 
bits we do for others.  Real beloved community means we need a change of perspective.  Help 
and justice and relationship are two-way streets.  We actually need other people, to learn from 
them, listen to them; we might actually need them more than they need us.  The Jewish lawyer 
wanted to know who his neighbor was, and in the story it was the Jewish man who was treated 
as neighbor by the Samaritan.   
 
This church wants to start exploring who is here on Cape Ann and what some of the issues are 
affecting the communities.  My hope is that as we do that, we have a stance of curiosity and 
humility.  Neither “how can we help those poor people” nor “how can we find bodies and bucks 
to fill the pews and save the church” but “who is here?  what is happening?  what are the gifts 
and possibilities?  what are the needs? where could the Holy Spirit be stirring up life and love?  
where could we together create beloved community?”  We need to listen, pray, listen, ponder.  
Building relationship and doing our reconciliation work.  Let us pray.  Amen.   
 
    
 
 
(To get a better picture of the beloved community Dr. King had in mind, read the speech he 
gave at SMU in 1966  https://www.smu.edu/News/2014/mlk-at-smu-transcript-17march1966.) 
 
 


