“Mimi’s Red Velvet Cake”
Luke 10:25-37

Years ago on her 13th birthday, my daughter had one wish.  She wanted her grandmother to teach her how to make Mimi’s famous red velvet cake.  As I was growing up in Knoxville, our family loved the famous red velvet cake that was served for years at Regas Restaurant.  And Mimi, that’s my mom, spent years combining the very best of various recipes until she came up with a recipe that tastes pretty close to Regas’ red velvet cake.  And on her 13th birthday, that recipe was passed down to Merritt.

Now any recipe for a cake is going to have the basic ingredients—eggs, flour, milk, and some type of shortening.  But a really good cake has got to have special ingredients, and that’s a big part of what makes Mimi’s recipe special.  You don’t use just any shortening.  It’s got to be Crisco shortening.  And you don’t use just any flour.  It’s got to be White Lily.  And you don’t use plain old milk.  Instead, you use buttermilk, because, if you want a special cake, you’ve got to use special ingredients.
But it’s not just the cake that has to be special.  You also need special icing.  If you ask me there are two things that will really set a homemade cake apart from a store-bought cake or a cake made out of a box.  And the first thing that sets apart a homemade cake is the icing.  And the special ingredient in the icing of a red velvet cake is creamed cheese.  Oh!  It’s almost heavenly.  If my wife would let me, I’d sit down in a chair with a spoon and eat a whole bowl full of Mimi’s cream cheese icing.
But the second thing that sets a homemade cake apart is the quality of the cake, and, as I’ve already said, the quality of the ingredients is important.  But for the recipe to be really special you need more.  You’ve got to have some type of twist to make it extra special.  And in Mimi’s red velvet cake, the secret twist is white vinegar and baking soda.  When you mix the two together in a glass, it gets all fizzy.  And when you add this into the batter, it makes the cake rise even higher, making it fluffy and moist and oh so yummy.  And that’s what makes Mimi’s Red Velvet Cake special.

In our scripture reading this morning, a lawyer, or more accurately a religion scholar, approaches Jesus with a test.  He asks Jesus a question, but it’s not a straight question.  It’s a question with a hook, a test, to see if he can get Jesus to say something that he can use against him.  “What do I have to do to inherit eternal life?”
Now, it’s important to understand that he is asking more than what he needs to do to guarantee him a ticket to heaven.  The Greek words used here imply a desire for a full and meaningful life in the here and now, and life beyond the grave.  So, let’s have a little fun this morning and paraphrase his question: “Hey Jesus, what’s your recipe for a good and meaningful life?  Do you know the right ingredients and how to mix them together?  Or will your words for living fall as flat as a bad cake?”
So, as he often does, Jesus answers a trick question with a question.  “Well, Mr. Religious Scholar, you tell me.  What’s written in the Law?”  Jesus begins with the basics—the eggs and flour, the milk and shortening.  Jesus’ question implies that the basic ingredients for a full and meaningful life are found right in the Laws of God.
After God led Israel out of Egypt, God gave them laws and rules and principles to guide and direct their relationships with each other and their relationship with God.  These laws are the basic ingredients of a holy life, a life that would reflect the holiness of God or the wholeness of God.  The laws God gave to Israel are the basic ingredients of a good and meaningful life.  
“So, how do you interpret them?” asks Jesus.  “How do you mix these laws together?”
And the religious scholar replies: “Well, you shall love the Lord your God with all of your passion and prayers, your muscle and intelligence.  And you shall love your neighbor as you love yourself.” And Jesus acknowledged he answered well.  He’s using the best ingredients for understanding the law.  He’s using White Lily and buttermilk and mixing them together just right.

You see, the Laws of God are far more than a cold sterile list of arbitrary rules to follow blindly in order to earn our way into heaven or prove ourselves more righteous than our neighbor.  One of the purposes of the law is to help humanity cook up a rich and flavorful life and a world moistened by love.  That’s the special ingredient in the Law; the cream cheese is love.  If you want a full and meaningful life, then follow the spirit and purpose of God’s Law: Love God and love your neighbor.
“Good Answer, Mr. Religious Scholar,” says Jesus.  “Now go out and do this, and you will truly live.”
But it’s at this point that the Religious Scholar realizes that Jesus has turned the table on him.  He was the one who was supposed to be asking the questions so that he could catch Jesus giving a bad answer.  So, he takes back control of the dialogue by asking another question.  “Well, Jesus, answer me this one: Exactly who all do I have to love in a neighborly way?”
Now, Jesus better be careful here, or his cake will fall flat.  If Jesus comes right out and says, “Well, everybody is my neighbor,” he’s going to be in trouble.  That’s just what Mr. Religious Scholar hopes Jesus will say because then he can say, “Oh really!  You mean to say that we Israelites have to love our Roman military oppressors and treat them like a neighbor?  Well, crowd, how do you feel about that?  Do you agree with Jesus here?”
Are you starting to see the hook in the lawyer’s question?
But Jesus, the master cook, shows his real culinary skill by sidestepping the question, and, instead, tells a story.  And pay close attention, because within this story you’ll find some other secret techniques for baking up a rich and flavorful life.

Once upon a time, a man departed from Jerusalem and traveled down the dangerous road toward Jericho.  And, sure enough, robbers attacked him and stole everything he had, even his clothes.  And they brutally beat him and left him for dead on the side of the road.
But luckily a Priest came along, someone who surely understood the special ingredient of love in the law of God.  But I don’t know whether he was afraid of more robbers, or if he was afraid of violating the religious rule against touching dead bodies.  Whatever the reason, the Priest passed by on the other side of the road.
Fortunately for the naked dying man, a Levite soon came along.  Surely he would follow the law of love.  But he didn’t either.  He too passed by on the other side.
Well, luck sure seemed to have run out for the poor man lying between life and death on the side of the road, because the only other person traveling on the road that day was a Samaritan.  And there was no way a half-breed heretic was going to stop to help an Israelite.  I mean, what’s the chance of that?
But that’s the twist in the recipe.  That’s the fizzy vinegar and baking soda that gets the cake to rise.  The Samaritan not only stops; he stops for the right reason.  Moved by compassion, he doesn’t pass by on the other side; he moves toward the man in need.  He cleans and bandages his wounds.  He puts the man on his animal and takes him to an inn and cares for him all night long.  And the next day, he pays the Innkeeper two days wages to continue caring for the man and promised to return and repay the Innkeeper for any other costs incurred.
And that’s when Jesus does it.  That’s when Jesus shows us the real secret for cooking up a full, whole, fluffy, and meaningful life.  Jesus turns to the Religious Scholar and asks, “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”
Well, the Religious Scholar knew he had been had, but he wasn’t about to give Jesus the satisfaction of hearing him say, “It was a Samaritan who witnessed neighborliness.”  Far be it from him to even have the word ‘Samaritan’ come out of his lips.  But in so doing, he announces to us the real secret behind cooking up the best life possible.  
“Who acted like a neighbor?”  
“The one who showed mercy,”
“Well,” said Jesus, “then you go and do the same.”

So, what’s the recipe for cooking up a whole, fresh, and meaningful life?  Love God and love neighbor and mix in a large portion of humility.  You see, we can learn a lot about cooking up a whole and meaningful life from just about anybody.  Here’s the point: Whomever you think would be the last person to stop and show you mercy and neighborliness, that’s your Samaritan—a Muslim who stops to help a Christian, a Democrat who stops to help a Republican, or a Republican who stops to help a Democrat, a tree-hugging card-carrying member of Green Peace who stops to help an executive of Exxon.  Get the idea?
Don’t worry about who’s your neighbor and who’s not, who deserves love and who doesn’t.  Just go out and be a neighbor, a good and merciful neighbor, like the Samaritan, and like Jesus.  For you see, Jesus saw you lying on the side of the road of life, half dead in your sin.  And Jesus was moved with compassion.  He didn’t ponder whether you had acted like a neighbor toward him, whether you deserved mercy.  Instead, he simply came near, and Jesus paid with his life so you could truly live.
Do you want to cook up a good and meaningful life?  Then be a good neighbor to everyone.  Have compassion for everyone.  Have enough humility to look for love in everyone.  And show mercy to everyone, just like Jesus.

Let us Pray:

“Spirit of God, [Spirit of Christ] descend upon [our] heart[s],” for without the guidance and empowerment of your Spirit, life abundant is impossible.  Help us, oh Lord, to look to you, to look to Jesus, and to receive his Spirit, that we might truly be good neighbors and truly live.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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