The Good Samaritan
Luke 10:25-37

I was really late for my evening tutorial at university where I was going to present an essay to my tutor and a group of fellow students.  I turned round the corner and on the other side of the road I saw a tramp lying clearly drunk in what looked like a pool of vomit.  I couldn’t see the blood from the distance..  As I approached the scene a man in a dinner jacket was coming from the other direction clearly headed for an important dinner.  He cast one glance at the body in his path and briskly crossed the road.  I hesitated, realised that I was already late for the seminar and hurried on past the unfortunate man.  But just as I did so, I saw a brand new Volvo stop by the side of the road.  I was staggered to see Professor Richard Dawkins get out of the car, pick the tramp up and drive off in the direction of the hospital.

Now I have just made up that story.  It is complete fiction.  But I hope that it illustrates in a modern context some of the points that were going on in the original parable.  It is not clear why the priest and the Levite pass by on the other side.  However, we can speculate that the priest (as he was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho) had completed his priestly duties and did not want to be made “unclean” by touching the damaged body.  The whole concept of formal cleanliness in the Bible is difficult for us to get our minds round because it is so alien from our present way of life.  Suffice it to say that there was a strong connection in the minds of Jews of this period between ritual cleanliness (the requirement not to touch certain things) and morality.  The crowd listening to Jesus would not have been appalled by the callousness of the priest’s action – they would have understood the terrible moral dilemma that this situation placed him in.  The equivalent in my version is the man in the dinner jacket.  He does not want to get his DJ dirty – maybe you can sympathise or perhaps you don’t.  Perhaps he justifies his decision by blaming the down and out – it is his own fault that he is lying there..
Another reason we might want to pass by on the other side is that we just don’t have time.  Whether or not we are richer in material terms than we were (and the Office for National Statistics tells us that we now earning two-and-a-half times more today than we did forty years ago) we are time poor.  We try and cram much more into the time we have available.  We hurtle from one event to another.  This is perhaps illustrated by the Levite in the parable and by me in my modern version of it.

And what about the Samaritan?  It is difficult to emphasise enough what a shock it must have been for Jesus’ listeners to discover that the hero of the story is not an ordinary Jew – not a simple man of the people who rescues the injured man, but a Samaritan.  The Samaritans were descendents of the 10 tribes of Israel who had broken away from Judah and Jerusalem and then intermarried with other races.  When the temple in Jerusalem was being rebuilt after the Jews returned from exile Samaritan attempts to be involved were rebuffed by the Jews and the Samaritans built a rival temple on Mt Gerizim. The Samaritans holy book was based on the first five books of the Old Testament – the Pentateuch.  By the time of Jesus – Jews did not associate with Samaritans.  There is a sense in which the Samaritans should “know better” – that they were worse than gentiles like the Greeks and the Romans– the gentiles could not be expected to know the God of the Israelites - Yahweh and where to worship Him i.e in Jerusalem.  But the Samaritans had no excuse – from the Jews point of view – the Samaritans knew what was the right thing to do (from the Pentateuch)  and still did not do it.  To have a Samaritan as the hero of the story was profoundly shocking for Jews of Jesus’ time.  
Now a mystery.  Have you ever noticed how the lawyer asks a question in verse 29 and in verse 36 Jesus shows him that the real question is completely different?  Verse 29: “and who is my neighbour” verse 36“which of these three, do you think, was a neighbour to the [injured] man?”

Jesus does not provide information as to whom we should love – so that we can distinguish between one person and another – well “I must love him but I don’t have to love her”.  To ask the question “who is my neighbour” Jesus is saying, indicates a heart which is empty of love.  

I don’t know if you have been watching “Rev” – a very amusing sit com on Monday evenings about the life of a vicar in an inner city.  Tom Hollander, the principal actor who is an agnostic, was being interviewed about the new series and said: “I don’t think you have to believe in God to do all those fundamentally Christian things like being a good Samaritan and loving your brother as yourself”    He is absolutely right – you can do surprisingly good things and not believe in God.  But the interviewer then astutely asked him: “Are you good at doing that?”  he replied “Of course not!”

And that’s the problem.  We’re not good at doing that we don’t want to love all our neighbours.   This shows the problem with the heart.  We just don’t want to love our neighbour as ourselves.  Because our neighbour is not just that remote person in Africa we want to send some money to in a famine or that Big Issue salesman that we give a coin to in the street.  He or she is the person who actually lives next door to us as well.  
Now you may be about to switch off and say – well that’s impossible – I just don’t want to love him or her.

That’s the problem with the heart – and to solve it we have to do some serious heart surgery – we need to be transformed – we need to be changed so that we can and want to love our neighbour as ourselves.  The only way we can start on this process is by inviting Jesus into our lives.  Now you may say what is all of that Christian mumbo jumbo about– what does that mean.  It means that God through Jesus Christ can transform the person that we are, but we have to invite him to do so.   People all over the world are discovering this every day.   And for those of us who have already asked Jesus into our lives and still have a problem – we need to recognise that this is a problem and to bring this to Jesus in our prayers and get guidance from him on what to do.  But for those of us who have not asked Jesus into our lives how do we start on this journey?  
We do it by means of a prayer.  We ask God through Jesus Christ to forgive us for the pride which makes us resist him and for all the other sins that we may have committed and we ask the Holy Spirit to come into our lives and to change us.
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