Lent 2010 - Loving Across Our Differences
Bear One Another’s Burdens – sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe
How many of you have seen the movie “Blindside”? If you’ve seen the movie you already know where I’m headed. And if you haven’t seen the movie you need to, because it’s a great example of our word tonight- bear one another’s burdens. The Tuohy family was driving home on a cold night when the mother saw a young man walking along side the road. The kids recognized him as Big Mike, someone they knew from their school. Something about the situation made the mother, Leigh Ann Tuohy, get her husband to stop the car. After finding out that Big Mike had no place to stay, she invited him to their home, and there began a relationship with Michael Oher that lifted him from his poverty and eventually resulted in a career in the NFL. They provided him a home, food and clothing, and eventually adopted him into the family. They even hired a private tutor to help him with his schoolwork. I love the moment in the movie when someone commented to Mrs. Tuohy about how she had literally changed the life of this young man. And she replied, “No, he’s changed mine.” The lives of the Tuohy family were changed because of their willingness to help a young man who just needed some help in order to succeed. It’s a contemporary story of what it means to bear another’s burden.
Jesus told a similar story about a man who stopped on the side of the road to help someone who needed help, someone who would likely have died without that help. We don’t know his name, but he is forever known as the Good Samaritan. What he did was extreme and radical. He endured personal risk, inconvenience and expense in order to help a stranger that others had left for dead. And Jesus ended the story by asking, “who proved to be neighbor to the man on the side of the road?” Then he commands, “go and do likewise.” Bear one another’s burdens.
There’s nothing easy about bearing another’s burden. It’s inconvenient. It disrupts our schedule and routine. In order to do it we have to have some flexibility. And it’s costly. For most of us bearing a burden like the Good Samaritan did is just too impractical, too unrealistic and too radical. And yet there are times when Jesus calls us to bear one another’s burdens. In our book, Love One Another, author Jerry Sittser says that “bearing burdens is a command that helps us deal with people who want to progress on the journey of faith but for some reason find it difficult…These people may not be able to resume the journey unless we lift them up and carry them for a while” (p. 132). He goes on to say that, “We must get them back on their feet physically, emotionally, socially, economically, politically. This task may require us to help them find a place to live, get a new job, straighten out their personal finances, heal a broken relationship, build an adequate self-image, solve deep psychological problems, secure their political rights, change unjust structures, feed them healthy food, reform the criminal justice system or change bad habits” (p. 136). 

While everyone is called to bear one another’s burdens there are three things our author tells us to keep in mind. 1. Bearing burdens requires a balance between individual and corporate responsibility. There are times when we as individuals are called on to bear a burden for someone. The Good Samaritan is an example of that. We have the tools and resources to help, and though it may inconvenience and cost us, it is what we are called to do. But no individual Christian has everything it takes to bear all the burdens of needy people. Sometimes it takes a whole church to get the job done. Necessities for Neighbors is a good example of that. There are times when it takes a village to bear the burden until someone is able to stand on their own again. The response to the earthquake in Haiti is another example of that. One of the worst natural disasters in human history needed all nations to come together to help bear the burden. 2. Bearing burdens requires a balance between engagement and distance. When faced with someone’s desperate need we may not have a choice on whether to bear a burden or not, but we can choose how much of the burden we will bear. It is impossible to bear the burden of every person in need. It’s also unhealthy. There are some people who give too much. There are others who give too little. We need to find a balance. 3. Bearing burdens requires a balance between short-term and long-term burden bearing. The Good Samaritan met a short-term burden. But many burdens people have can’t be fixed on the short term. Most of us are like Larry the Cable Guy. We just want to “Git ‘er done!” But there are some burdens that require a long period of time- perhaps even a lifetime. When someone gets sick with cancer or develops a chronic disease, when someone is disabled or paralyzed, when mental illness or depression develops, when disaster strikes or simply when old age makes one weak and unable to care for oneself- these can be burdens that will require a long term commitment how best to meet them. 
I want to tell you another Good Samaritan story. Many of you know that Sioux Falls is the corporate headquarters for the Good Samaritan Society. But how many of you know the story how it began? “Good Samaritan began in Arthur, North Dakota in 1922. It began in response both to human need and God's abundant provision. A young boy, Christian, who lived in the area had polio. The nearest treatment available was in St. Louis. Several Lutheran pastors sent out a plea to their parishioners to send in two pennies to help pay for Christian's trip to St. Louis and his treatment there. The pennies came pouring in, enough to take care of Christian with $2000 left over. With that extra money the pastors decided to begin a place-a Christian home-that could care for crippled children and others in need. The Evangelical Lutheran Good Samaritan Society was born. One of the Lutheran pastors, Rev. August Hoeger, became the president and driving force behind Good Samaritan for the next 50 years. This work of caring for people in need in a Christian setting grew first of all in Arthur, and then began to spread to other communities around the country. People would hear of Good Samaritan and invite Rev. Hoeger to come to their town and build a nursing home there.” (from the Good Samaritan website). Today there are over 230 Good Samaritan homes. Pastor Hoeger’s grandson was one of my roommates at Augustana College. The year we roomed together Greg worked at one of the nursing homes as an aid. He often came back tired and smelly. But he loved his job and he loved the residents he worked with. Over the years I have grown in my appreciation for the ministry of Good Sam. Sure, it’s a business and for people who work there it’s a job. But hopefully it’s more than that. For Christians it is a calling, a vocation, a place where people can use their skills and compassion to bear burdens and fulfill the command of Christ. 
In Mark chapter two we find the story of the paralyzed man whose friends carried him to Jesus. When they couldn’t get close to Jesus because of the crowds they decided to hoist him up to the roof of the home where Jesus was teaching, and lower him down through a hole so that Jesus could heal him. The first thing Jesus did though, was to forgive his sins. When we bear one another’s burdens we need to carry each other to Jesus to hear the good news that our sins are forgiven. “Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases…But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole,  and by his bruises we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray;  we have all turned to our own way, and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” (Isaiah 53:4-6). We bear one another’s burdens because Jesus has borne our burdens, our sins on the cross. And now he invites us to come to him with our burdens, our own and the burdens we carry for others. Jesus promises to give us strength and carry the burdens with us.  “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. 29Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.” 
