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Message

Those who are insiders in the life of  God are characterised by their love and compassion for all, especially those 
deemed unworthy of  it, and by the humility to be schooled by outsiders.


Sermon


In last week’s very timely and thoughtful sermon, Michael Wood opened our eyes to see how 
the instructions Jesus gave to his disciples as he sent them out on mission called them to 
expect to learn of  God from those to whom they were sent rather than imagining themselves 
as the sole bearers of  truth. The next story, the famous parable of  the good Samaritan which 
we heard tonight, has some very similar things going on.


Ironically, the hardest thing about hearing what this story has to teach us is that we think we 
already know what it means. The story’s very familiarity blinds us to what it is saying, and has 
actually changed the meaning of  the key words. Nowadays, to call someone a “good 
Samaritan”, or even just a Samaritan, is to praise them as someone who is to be admired for 
their caring and compassionate actions for others in need. 


But the Samaritan in this story would have had him labelled as a bad Samaritan by his own 
people. And all Samaritans were regarded as bad by the Jewish people to whom Jesus was 
speaking. They would have heard “good Samaritan” as a complete contradiction in terms, 
almost like saying the “good rapist” or the “good mass murderer”. 


Now you probably already know that, because lefty churches like ours have been quite fond 
of  pointing it out and revelling in the way Jesus is sticking it up the religious establishment 
and offending those who practice their religion in ways that create lots of  boundaries around 
who’s pure and acceptable, and who’s not. So you will hear version like the “good asylum 
seeker” and the “good transsexual” to point the finger at churches that would not accept such 
people. But if  we have the guts to really listen to it – to get past both the familiarity and the 
partisan take on it – we will probably find that Jesus’s confronting challenge is just as relevant 
to us, and just as difficult for us to swallow.


So strap yourself  in, and let’s have a look at it.


First of  all, the story of  the good Samaritan has a context. It is told in response to a couple of  
questions from a religious leader, an expert in the religious law. The first question is “what 
must I do to inherit eternal life?”


Now, already we can easily mishear this in ways that set us off  on the wrong foot with the 
parable that follows. In modern day popular religion, the idea of  “inheriting eternal life” has 
come to be heard as “getting into heaven”. So the lawyer’s question is heard as “what must I 
do to get into heaven?” And heard like that, it sounds like a question of  morality, or God-
pleasing behaviour. So then we hear the parable as a simple moral lesson – follow the 
example of  this good Samaritan and that should be enough to get you into heaven.
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But “eternal life” doesn’t mean heaven. It is something that we begin living now. It is the life 
of  God, or the life of  the kingdom of  God. To have eternal life means to be an insider on 
God’s project, to be a partner in what God is doing in the world. The lawyer speaks of  
“inheriting” this life of  God. Inheritance was a big thing in the world of  that day, and it was 
generally a special privilege that favoured the oldest sons. So “inheriting eternal life” is not 
about scraping into heaven; it is more about becoming the favoured chosen insider who fully 
shares in the God-enterprise, in all that God is doing. How do I get in on all that?


As you heard, Jesus turns the question back on him; “What is written in the law? What do you 
read there?” Pretty easy question for a religious lawyer, and sure enough, he gives the same 
answer that Jesus himself  gave on another occasion, the answer we sang in our opening 
hymn: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
strength, and with all your mind; and love your neighbour as yourself.”


“Good answer,” says Jesus. “Get on with doing that, and you’re in on the life of  God.”


But the lawyer is feeling a bit like he’s being patted on the head by the Sunday school teacher 
here, so he asks another question, and this is where things start to get interesting. “And who 
exactly is my neighbour?”


It’s in response to this question that Jesus launches into the parable of  the good Samaritan, 
but let’s just stick with the question for a minute, because we won’t properly understand the 
parable if  we don’t properly get our heads around the question that it is answering. The 
concept of  a neighbour was rather more complex and important in that world than it is in 
ours. Nowadays, outside of  church, the word neighbour usually just refers to the people who 
live in the houses nearest to our houses.


But even if  that was all it meant, you could perhaps still get the gist of  the lawyer’s meaning. 
It would be something like “how close to my house do their houses have to be to qualify as 
being my neighbours? At what distance from my house are people no longer my neighbours.” 


Even with that, can you see what he’s doing? It is a question of  limits, of  relevance. Who is 
relevant to this discussion, to this law, and who is not? The law says I am to love a certain 
group of  people. Who are the relevant group of  people? And of  course, if  we can establish 
who the relevant group are, we will also have established who is not relevant to our 
considerations, who we are exempted from having to love and care for.


This way of  thinking has been written deeply into our bones by generations of  social 
conditioning. It has shaped much of  the world as we know it. Uncle Den and other 
Indigenous people can teach us much about the atrocities that have been committed against 
them and their lands because they weren’t regarded as relevant to this call to love our 
neighbours. Most colonisers didn’t consciously decide to inflict evil; it just never occurred to 
them that Indigenous people might be regarded as equals, as fully human neighbours. And if  
you think we’ve grown out of  such thinking, try working out why so many Indigenous people 
are dying in police custody, or why our society locks up asylum seekers and denies them the 
most basic of  rights. We have been schooled in a mindset that regards some people as 
neighbours and others as irrelevant.




We all think like this at times, but let’s see how it worked for this first century lawyer before we 
come back to see how it works for us in our world now. 


In the ancient world, all your relationships were defined by traditional structures of  social 
obligation, and these obligations were backed up by the threat of  punishment from the gods, 
delivered by the religious community. These obligations went two ways; you were obligated to 
stand by your fellow community members and share with them if  they were in need, and you 
were obligated to stand with your community in hostility towards all who were regarded as 
enemies of  the community. Who you cared for and who you fought against were not your 
own personal choices, but community decisions and social obligations. 


So you can see where the lawyer is coming from when he asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbour?” 
The lawyer knows perfectly well who his neighbours are, because this is a clear-cut matter of  
community consensus. But he knows that Jesus has a reputation for behaving in neighbourly 
ways towards people who are socially defined as godless outsiders and enemies, so he is 
hoping that he can trap Jesus into giving an answer that everybody present will instinctively 
react to as unthinkable, offensive, and traitorous.


The central law is not in dispute. All are agreed. “You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and love 
your neighbour as yourself.” But who is my neighbour? Who is relevant and who is irrelevant 
to me, to my living out of  this law, to my living as an insider of  God’s life in the world?


So Jesus tells this famous story, and then poses another question of  his own. The story is 
simple enough. A man is robbed and beaten to within an inch of  his life and left for dead on 
the side of  a road between two major towns. One after the other, two respected religious 
people travelling down that road, see the victim, and hurry on by without stopping to help. 
Then a Samaritan man comes across him. Samaritans and Jews didn’t just hate each other. 
The social obligations dictated that they treat one another as enemies. “Giving aid and 
comfort to the enemy” is still a crime today. In the USA it can attract the death penalty. If  this 
Samaritan stops and helps, he is not going to be seen as a “good” Samaritan by his own 
people, but as a traitor. And no Jew could see him as good, under any circumstances.


But in Jesus’s story, it is the Samaritan who stops and gives first aid, and transports the victim 
to the nearest place of  shelter, and opens himself  to being completely ripped off  by writing a 
blank cheque to cover the costs of  the victim’s care.


And then comes Jesus’s next question. “Which of  these three, do you think, was a neighbour 
to the victim on the roadside?”


Do you see what Jesus is doing here? He has turned the lawyer’s question on its head and 
made it impossible to wriggle out of. If  Jesus had used this story to address the question in the 
terms the lawyer asked it, then the question of  who is the neighbour would not have been 
applied to the three by-passers, but to the victim. The question would have been, of  all the 
victims I might come across on the road, which ones are my neighbours who I am socially 
obligated to provide aid and comfort to, and which ones are irrelevant to me and my 
community and can therefore be passed by and left on the side of  the road?




But Jesus flips it upside down. He gives examples of  three different responses to the victim, 
and then asks, “Which of  these responses was the neighbourly one? Which of  these three 
people behaved as a neighbour? Who put neighbourliness into practice?” 


And if  you remember the original context, that means that Jesus is implying a deeper 
question; “Which of  these three showed himself  to be living the life of  God, to be a child of  
God, a beloved partner in God’s work in the world?”


This flip does two things. Firstly, it asks us who we are willing to be schooled by. This Jewish 
religious expert is being asked whether he is willing to see this godless Samaritan as a role 
model of  what being an insider to the life of  God looks like. That’s very similar to what 
Michael was pointing out to us last week about our willingness to learn of  God from those to 
whom we thought we were going on mission.


And secondly, flipping the question doesn’t negate the first question; it expands it. Both angles 
now stand. Who should I regard as a neighbour, and how do I prove myself  to be a 
neighbour?


And the answers are now linked. The first question I need to ask of  myself  – How do I be a 
neighbour? – is now tied to the other question. Whether I am a neighbour flows from who I 
recognise as a neighbour and whether I dismiss some potential neighbours as irrelevant. I will 
be a neighbour, and thereby be a partner with God’s work in the world, by breaking with the 
social obligations and regarding everyone else as my neighbour, as one who now has a claim 
on my love, care and help.


Now, in our modern world, the challenge of  this is heard a bit differently, because those 
traditional structures of  social obligation have broken down. In a secular society, who we 
regard as having a claim on our love has become much more a matter of  personal choice 
rather than divine or social obligation. There are still some strong social norms and 
expectations. You’ll hear an example of  this every time you hear a report of  someone’s tragic 
death. The first thing that is always said to assure us of  what a good person this was is that 
they really loved their family. And whenever there is any perceived threat to our nation, 
people are eulogised for loving their nation.


But such things are not the signs of  the life of  God that Jesus is pointing to. Loving your own 
family and loving your own nation fall comfortably within the socially acceptable limits of  
neighbourliness that the religious lawyer would have been quite comfortable with. Nearly 
everyone does that. It is our capacity to love not only our own, but those beyond such bounds 
that Jesus is pointing to and calling for.


What the breakdown of  those old social obligations has done is turn two categories into three. 
There used to be those we were obligated to love and care for, and those we were obligated to 
reject and hate. In our age, where our stance towards other people is more something we 
choose for ourselves, there is a third category, and it is one that is probably more important to 
how we work out the relevance of  Jesus’s words to our lives. This new third category is those 
who we regard as simply irrelevant to us; those to whom we are simply indifferent. As one of  
my favourite songwriter’s puts it “I don’t hate you, it ain't that big a deal; You don’t even 
figure in the way I feel.” (Chris Smither, Lola)




Not many of  us have long lists of  people we regard as enemies who we’d gladly leave dying 
on the side of  the road. But all of  us have lots of  people who we regard as being beyond the 
reach of  our care. I know I do. 


Often it is due to geography, and it is hard to see what I can do about it at an individual level. 
There are millions of  people in serious need who I never pass on the side of  the road, because 
I don’t live anywhere near them. But if  I’m honest about it, the bigger challenge for me is 
those people who I do have access to, but for one reason or another, I have written off  the 
relationship. These can even be people in our own families. I have several close relatives who I 
have almost nothing to do with. I don’t hate them, but they feel irrelevant to me. In the 
ancient world, social obligation would have ensured that I took care of  them anyway, but 
nowadays it has become a personal choice, and I have chosen to largely disregard them. 


But Jesus isn’t endorsing either the ancient system or the modern system. He is saying that it is 
the systems that are irrelevant, because the systems are about defining limits to our love, limits 
that Jesus wants us to overturn. Whatever the system, those who are partners in the life and 
mission of  God are those who go way beyond the system and treat everyone as neighbours 
with a claim on our love and care. Whenever I wilfully write someone off  as irrelevant to my 
life, my love, my care, I am stepping outside the life and action of  God; I am making myself  
part of  the world’s problem instead of  part of  God’s solution.


In the end, as all those “she really loved her family” eulogies hint, loving your neighbour, Jesus 
style, is not made evident by showing your devotion to your “loved ones”. The real test is who 
you withhold love and care from when they come within range. Who have you written off  as 
irrelevant? Who are you indifferent to? Who are you willing to turn your back on and walk 
away from? 


There is nothing easy about this. I know that I find it extremely challenging. My dismissal of  
those people I’ve written off  feels entirely justified to me, but Jesus isn’t asking me to justify it. 
He’s asking me to change. And I don’t even know where to start. But that’s the challenge. I’m 
sure it is just as much of  a challenge for you, and if  not, it probably just means that I have 
failed to make the message clear here.


But for each of  us who want to follow Jesus, who want to be part of  God’s family, part of  
what God is doing in the world, that’s the challenge. Which of  these three was a neighbour, 
was a partner in God’s loving action in the world? The one who rose above the social 
expectations and didn’t see anyone as irrelevant to the call to love others as God has loved us. 
Yep. Go and do likewise and you will be swept up into all that God is doing.


