Easter 2; Sunday 11th April 2010. Canongate Kirk.

2 Kings 7:1
…at the gate of Samaria.

Our reading from the Second Book of Kings allows us to listen in to two very different conversations that concerned the gate of Samaria and took place at exactly the same time. On the one hand there’s an exchange between Elisha and a senior member of the King’s household. “By this time tomorrow”, announces the prophet, “a shekel will buy a measure of flour or two measures of barley at the gate of Samaria”. This despite the terrible famine that had blighted the whole region and forced the price of ordinary everyday essentials sky high. Suddenly Elisha was forecasting an immediate and inexplicable return not just to normal prices but to the sort of choice – between flour and barley – that people could only dream of. The officer on whose arm the King leaned said to the man of God “Even if the Lord were to open windows in the sky, such a thing could not happen”. Elisha’s prophecy is not windows but pie in the sky, utterly impossible, completely unimaginable. 
And then there’s the other conversation, this time between four lepers actually sitting at the gate of Samaria and contemplating their options in the light of the famine. They said to one another “Why should we stay here and wait for death? If we say we will go into the city, the famine is there and we shall die; if we stay here we shall die. Unlike Elisha’s promise of affordable flour or barley, this doesn’t seem to represent much of a choice for the lepers. To go into the city where the famine is and die, or to stay there at the gate of Samaria and die. In the end they decide not to stay and wait for death as they put it, but to go into the city, to the camp of the Arameans and give themselves up and see what happens. If they spare us, we shall live, they conclude, if they put us to death, we can but die. Life and death, famine and food, all at the gate of Samaria. 

In those days Samaria was the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel. The city was on the main north/south trade route and was built on top of a hill so it could be easily defended. And it needed to be easily defended for it was often subject to attacks by the Syrians, who besieged the city many times, and by the Assyrians, who finally captured it and exiled its people in 722 BC. After that the city was in effect destroyed, and the whole area became known as Samaria. Known in New Testament times, for instance, as the region from which the Good Samaritan hailed. One of the many subtle points of that most famous of parables was that people from Samaria were viewed with suspicion not least by the Jewish population, and the last person they would expect to show kindness and act like a neighbour to a stranger left for dead by the roadside would be a Samaritan. That was unthinkable. Elsewhere in the Gospels, you will remember Jesus’s encounter with a Samaritan woman at the well. She could not believe Jesus would even contemplate sharing her supply of water because, as she put it, Jews and Samaritans wouldn’t ever use the same utensils. That was equally unthinkable. They would simply prefer to avoid each other at all costs. Meanwhile back at the gate of Samaria, those two conversations. The area around the gate was a place where many a conversation would be held, but it was a market place too, where the local price of flour and barley and everything else would be agreed; and a place of judgement too, where verdicts were reached in cases of dispute. It all happened around the gate and the gate of Samaria was no exception. And perhaps the two conversations into which we were allowed to eavesdrop this morning were just two of many that were taking place at the time. But they have special resonance a week after Easter. A conversation about the most impossible, unimaginable event taking place before their very eyes, Elisha’s and the officer’s on whose arm the King leaned; and a conversation about where to go from here, a conversation amongst outcasts facing almost certain death, but unwilling simply to stay there and wait for death. There at the gate of Samaria.
In the twentieth chapter of the Gospel according to St John we find ourselves listening in on remarkably similar conversations, conversations held in the same place, in all probability back in the upper room where Jesus had shared his last supper with them just a few short but eventful days before, but with a week between them. The first conversation is the most unexpected, when Jesus appears through the locked doors and breathes the Holy Spirit on the disciples. It was now just a matter of hours since his tomb had been discovered empty, still less time since Mary had encountered him in the garden, but the disciples had made immediately for the security of the Upper Room, and locked the doors and bolted the windows while they hunkered down and wondered where they might go from there. For all the world like the lepers at the gate of Samaria it must have seemed to these potential outcasts as if they were facing almost certain death themselves. And whether to wait and die where they were, or whether to take a risk and try to survive beyond the security of those locked doors, well it wasn’t much of a choice for them either. They could be sure that not only Pilate’s troops but Herod’s soldiers would be out scouring the streets for them, not to mention the temple guard acting on the authority of the furious high priests. A week later they still hadn’t made up their minds, but when Jesus reappeared in the same room, through the same locked doors, this time Thomas was with them and the other conversation was replicated, the one about the most impossible, unimaginable event taking place before their very own eyes. But it wasn’t Elisha who predicted it this time, it had been Jesus himself just as surely as it was Jesus himself who stood before Thomas specifically to prove to him that he not only died but rose again triumphant from the grave, that the impossible had proved possible after all, the unimaginable not only visible but tangible in front of him. There in the upper room. There at the gate of Samaria. 
Oh set ye open unto me the gates of righteousness;

Then will I enter into them, and I the Lord will bless.

This is the gate of God, by it the just shall enter in.

Thee will I praise, who answered me and hast my safety been.

In the end the price of barley and flour was a shekel right enough. In the end the lepers took the risk and survived. In the end the disciples did too, unlocking the doors, opening the gates, moving forward in faith. And in the end we are left to follow in their tentative footsteps, whenever we find ourselves on a threshold, or faced with a difficult dilemma, or unclear how anything can ever come to any good. When it’s all impossible and unimaginable. Just as it was at the gate of Samaria. And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. 



       Amen.
