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The iPad and Neighbors
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But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor?”










Luke 10:27

I’m an Apple guy.  

In a church setting that sounds more Adam and Eve than I intend, I just mean that I like Apple products.   I wrote this sermon on an Apple laptop and I have an iPhone.  But that’s the limit.  I haven’t been swept up in the iPad craze.

When it first came out it seemed dumb to me, or at least pointless.  I couldn’t figure out what need it was addressing, what problem it was solving.  But I’ve finally figured it out.  

I still don’t know what need they actually meet, but I think I know their appeal.  It has to do with the ad campaign, which is brilliant.  It promises something the iPad can’t deliver, but that’s what all advertising does, and these ads do it exceptionally well.

I’m talking about the print ads I’ve seen, full page in the back of magazines, and larger than life posters in subway stations and on the street.  They are all pretty similar, they show the torso of a man or woman, legs outstretched, hands holding an iPad which rests comfortably on the person’s lap.  You can’t see the face or head of the person, just their body, which is utterly relaxed, and of course you see the screen of the iPad, which sometimes shows a page of a book this person is reading, or maybe a website.

There is no text apart from a single identifying word in the upper right corner, iPad.   

There is no text because the picture conveys all that we need to know, and more.  Have you seen these ads?

The ads suggest, subtly but unmistakably, that owning an iPad will give you something that is becoming for many people the most precious commodity available, more important and more desirable than money or sex, the two things most often used to sell things.

These ads suggest that owning an iPad will make you relaxed.  Owning an iPad will take away your frantic, harried pace of living, will make you be grounded and give you sanity.  The iPad will give you your life back.  I would say, in religious terms, owning an iPad will restore your soul.  

How’s that for an advertising come on?

But wait, there’s more!   Paradoxically, the iPad will do this AND make sure you’re still connected, that you aren’t out of touch with all the very things that contribute to making our lives frantic and destroying our leisure; email, the internet, our desperate need to amuse ourselves and never have an idle moment because time is so precious and we have to use every second productively, either for work or play.  

And so even though we want and need it, there is something threatening about relaxing, because we might miss something.  But not with an iPad.  The ads could quote a line from Deuteronomy reading we heard this morning, “No, the word is very near you. . . .”  Can you imagine Moses as an Apple pitch man?  If you have an iPad, you’ll have all kinds of words (and images) very near you:  books, movies, photos, videos, email, games, virtually anything you can imagine.

And you’ll be relaxed, you’ll be calm. Calm AND connected:  who wouldn’t want that?

The ads are a lie, of course, or perhaps I should say they exaggerate, they suggest an iPad provides something it can’t fully deliver.  

But there is one thing the ads portray that feels absolutely true. 

In all the ads I’ve seen the people are by themselves.  They are always using the iPad alone.  In the iPad world, the answer to the question posed to Jesus in the gospel story today, “Who is my neighbor.” would not be a story or a parable as we heard.  In the iPad world the answer to the question of who is my neighbor is simple:  no one.  

That may be unfair, because of course you can use an iPad to communicate or connect with other people, but these are people who are at a safe distance, and therefore controllable.  You don’t have to interact with them if you don’t want to.  Like the priest or the Levite in the Good Samaritan parable, you can chose to walk by or ignore them.

In the iPad world shown in the ads I’ve seen you are protected from other people: spouses, partners, children, bosses, co-workers and neighbors. I think all of us can understand why this may be alluring even as we assert that we love our children and spouse, enjoy our boss and co-workers, or that we have good neighbors.  When you’re young a time out is punishment, but as we get older it feels like a reward.

That’s the tension I think we all live in, at least I do.  It’s the tension that is so vivid and clear in Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan.  At the time of the earthquake in Haiti our hearts were filled with compassion for those suffering people, we wanted to help and we did.  But that feeling fades, we walk on.  When we read or hear the parable of Jesus we tend to identify with one or another of the characters, but in the parable of the Good Samaritan I think we are all of those people; the priest, Levite, Samaritan and even the man who was attacked and robbed.  

Certainly all of us here have felt assaulted in life, figuratively or perhaps even literally, in need of help, support and compassion from others.

And I can’t imagine there is anyone here who hasn’t, at some time or another, helped someone who was in need.  All of us have been Samaritans in this way, perhaps not as dramatically, but I am certain this is true

But I also know there isn’t anyone here who hasn’t turned away from someone in need at some time.  Helping other people isn’t usually convenient, it’s often complicated, and it makes us vulnerable in many ways.  I have a friend whose best friend was murdered when he stopped his car to help someone he thought was in distress, but turned out to be a trap, one of a pair of adolescents who had stolen a gun were using it to rob people they tricked into stopping to help.  Something went awry and they ended up shooting and killing the guy who stopped to he.lp.

It’s easy to condemn the priest and the Levite in Jesus’ story, but their own safety would have been one reason why they didn’t stop to help to help an unknown victim lying by the road, particularly the remote and dangerous road that lay between Jericho and Jerusalem.

There are often good reasons why we choose not to respond to someone who needs help.  But that often doesn’t make it any easier to say no.  It is also true that I saying yes sometimes isn’t any easier, it can also seem like a mistake, we wonder if we’re doing the right thing, perhaps our sympathy is enabling behavior or habits that need to be changed.  It can be complicated. 
There’s a reason the advertising agency chooses to equate serenity with being alone.

One of my most significant challenges as Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral is this neighbor question; I would say I am haunted by my neighbors.  

My neighbors, at least the ones I see most frequently and interact with most regularly, are people hanging out on the Boston Common.  These are my neighbors, and they are often in need.  Many are homeless.

Sometimes the need is clear and easy to meet.  Someone I know, someone who is not addicted to alcohol or drugs, needs a relatively small sum of money for some unplanned circumstance.  When you’re homeless your life is basically a series of unplanned circumstances.

But often strangers come in, whose history I don’t know, with complicated tales of woe that you’d have to be heartless not to respond to; parents dying or dead, at some inconvenient distance.  Children in custody with another parent (usually the mother) living at some distance who have an approaching birthday or graduation.  They just need money for bus fare, not much, just 15 or 25 or 35 bucks, depending on where they’re going.

When I’ve given money in these instances I usually don’t feel good but ambivalent.  I wonder if this was the right thing to do or the easy thing to do, a way of appearing compassionate but avoiding a real interaction of setting a boundary.

I’m sure in these feelings I’m influenced by one irreducible fact: the people always promise this will be a loan, they will either return in person to give me the money, or mail it to me, and this has never happened.  Never.  Not once in fifteen years.  And knowing this bothers me, although I wonder at times if Jesus would care as much about their untruths as I do.

Who are my neighbors?  A few years ago there was a heroin epidemic in Boston, it was cheap and easily available.  You could get a fix for about $5, about the cost of a six pack of beer.  

We began to find used needles in our restrooms; one of the things a junkie needs is a place to shoot up, and our bathrooms, with stalls for privacy, were perfect places to do this.  So our sextons found needles on the floor, in the trash.  They worried that they might get accidentally stuck and infected, and in fact we worried that could be true for anyone coming into the bathrooms.

I struggled with how to keep the Cathedral a welcoming place, a House of Prayer for All People, but also keep it safe.  I got some clarity on a Thanksgiving morning, as volunteers were helping prepare food for our Thanksgiving dinner for the homeless I went into the bathroom and encountered two men, well-dressed, who were in a stall together.  I initially suspected one kind of questionable behavior, but then realized they were shooting up.  

When I saw what was going on, I lost it, yelled at them to “get the hell out of here” and escorted them out, made damn sure they left.

And I made the decision after this to close our bathrooms to the public, because we couldn’t monitor them, and this felt like the only way to insure they would be safe.  We stopped finding needles in them, but we also stopped providing a place where our homeless neighbors, who weren’t junkies, could use our facilities.  

Was this the right decision?  I’m not sure.  I think about it a lot, feel uneasy with this limit I’ve set.

This struggle feels hard to me, but necessary, important.  This faith journey we are on is not easy, it often feels complicated.  But I believe in this struggle there is grace, I believe this, I hope for this, and I have experienced this.

This past February we celebrated Chinese New Year with the Chinese congregation, as we do every year.  We have a joint service, part in English, part in Chinese, and then we all share a fabulous Chinese banquet.  To cover costs tickets are sold, just $5 a person.  I always offer to pay for anyone in our congregation for whom that is difficult, which works well.  
This year I had the idea of buying about 25 extra tickets to give out for the homeless people who seem to show up when they learn there’s a special meal.  This way we could avoid making the Chinese cover this cost, and allow an orderly way to provide a meal for the unexpected people who arrive.
I got the extra tickets, made myself available for unexpected arrivals, and everything was working like a charm, except more and more kept coming.  People I’d never seen before, and I began to feel a little ambivalent about supporting them.

But we found a place for everyone, I gave out all my tickets, and then some, so I bought some more.  Everyone got settled, food was served and everyone dug into their food, things seemed OK, but then one more homeless man showed up, came to me and said he was told he couldn’t get any food without a ticket, but he didn’t have any money, . . . .

I told him to sit down and I would try and help him.  I looked around for the young Chinese girl who had been selling tickets but I couldn’t find her, so I just went into the kitchen, made up a plate of food for him and found where he was sitting and gave it to him.  I asked if wanted something to drink and he did, so I went to get him some tea.  

Outwardly I was calm, but inside I was upset, feeling resentful.  I felt as though we always got a tidal wave of strangers whenever there was food involved, it made things chaotic and harder for our community to get to know one another on these occasions because we were always besieged by people who came and left.  I made a mental note to bring up the issue at our weekly staff meeting to see if we couldn’t find some way to establish boundaries or control this, as it felt out of hand.

Two days later, prior to our staff meeting, I had an astonishing conversation with Tina Rathbone, who focuses on our ministry with our homeless neighbors.  She told me that the day before at the Monday lunch program, our weekly meal for homeless, the man who came in late, (who had been the tipping point for me, pushing me over the edge toward setting some limits) had gone around telling everyone that he had showed up late the day before and thought he wouldn’t be able to get any food, but “the Dean of the Cathedral found a place for me to sit down, and then he went himself and got a plate of food and brought it to me, HIMSELF, and then he went and got me a drink!  That showed me what an amazing and wonderful church this must be.”
As she spoke glowingly, sharing this wonderful story, inside I felt smaller and smaller.  I confessed to her what I had been actually feeling at the time:  grumpy, resentful, overrun by people that I wanted to find a way to limit.

I laughed sheepishly, trusting she wouldn’t be too judgmental of me, and she wasn’t, and she pointed out a truth I had missed.  Whatever I was feeling inside didn’t matter to this man, who only experienced hospitality, welcome, and grace.  A day later he was still euphoric about how he was made to feel at home by me.

That’s what is missing from Jesus’ parable, God’s grace, God’s redemptive power that helps us, saves us, when we reach the limit of what we think we can do or want to do.  
“Glory to God whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine…” to quote Ephesians.  (Ephesians 3:20)
As we struggle with what it means to love our neighbor, in all the uncomfortable and complicated ways this may come up, we should remember that God’s grace is there with us as we struggle, often helping us be more than we might otherwise be, helping us do more than we might otherwise do, helping us love more than we might otherwise love.
It’s happened to me.
Amen.

