Preach for 08.30 Sunday 11th July - Luke 10:25-37

I don’t know about you – but I seem to be forever getting these leaflets sent to me by my bank with my statements – ‘Your new terms and conditions’ – I’m beginning to think that whoever has the job of writing these things has a job for life as they seem to change about every 3 months! And why – well I presume to myself slightly cynically, it is so that they can establish very clearly and precisely what is the legal limit that they can be expected to do for me – anything over and above should be anticipated – it sets boundaries for them to follow and limits my own expectations. 

When we join the narrative that we heard from Luke’s gospel, we meet a young man trying to establish from Jesus exactly what his ‘new terms and conditions’ are… What is the bare limit that he needs to achieve in order to cover his legal requirements and expectations? And so he says to Jesus ‘Who is my neighbour?’ – in other words, he was probably thinking, what’s a reasonable expectation here – can I just check that I’m ok to limit my love to those who share my values, to love those who also love and worship God. Surely that’s sufficient?

Sometimes I feel like that – unbounded love seems just too much – too out of control – where does it stop? Surely there are some people who just don’t deserve it? And I must say, as I’ve been re-reading some of the information around this story and its context, I’ve found myself a little frustrated with the Jew who has been mugged. Forgive me if you are familiar with all of this, but let me just remind you of some of the context. The area where the victim is mugged in the parable has been notorious across the ages for its danger – the road from Jerusalem to Jericho is 17 miles long and descends steeply from 2,500 feet above sea level to 770 feet below through desolate and craggy landscape.
 Pilgrims travelling on this road have required protection for centuries, in fact the Knights Templar were originally founded to protect pilgrims from attacks such as this one as they journeyed to Jerusalem.

Given all of this, for once I read this parable wondering what my attitude to this mugged man is… If I’m honest, do I stumble across him and think – what an idiot! Such a crazy thing to do, walking here alone, surely you’ve almost invited this upon yourself – my sympathy I must say, if I’m honest, is somewhat lacking! And if I’m thinking that, at this distance, what must those who first heard this story have thought? And it is this realisation that makes the actions of the Samaritan even more compelling, because we are told that he doesn’t scorn him, or approach him with any smugness or blame, but instead his first reaction is: to take ‘pity on him’, which has also been translated as ‘he had compassion on him’. 

The original Gk word – splagchnizomai is used a lot to refer to Jesus – Jesus having compassion on the crowds, Jesus being moved with compassion before healing someone, and crucially used to describe the reaction of the Father in the story of the Prodigal Son, we hear that the father is waiting anxiously as he sees his son approaching from a great distance - he has compassion on him, running and falling upon him and kissing him. 

In each of these cases, the compassion that is felt leads to action, which is why I think it is a better translation than pity, which could be attributed to a more passive response. There is nothing passive about this Samaritan. His care for the mugged man is gracious and generous – his compassion moves him to extravagant and practical action. He stops to help, putting his own life at risk, he takes time to cleans the man’s wounds carefully – using oil and wine, he binds up those wounds, getting his own hands dirty, and then puts him on his donkey, meaning that he then has to walk, getting his own feet dirty as well. When he reaches the inn and gives the keeper money for his board and caring attention, he provides not just the bare minimum – 2 denarii doesn’t sound very much at first – yet it has been calculated to be enough to cover 24 nights staying at an inn
 with the promise of more should it be needed. 

This is grace – however much he deserves it, the mugged man has been given his life back, he’s been shown compassion, healing and the payment has been made for him to start his life again. And for me the challenge of this parable is two-fold. How often do I approach God with the question – remind me again, what are the terms and conditions, Lord? What’s the bare minimum I need to do to get by? When you say LOVE my neighbour – what does that really mean? Can I do my loving for others from a safe distance? Just take a step back, perhaps do some of it by direct debit… Can I just mix with people who I know are pretty safe? Or does God demand something more? Actually getting my hands and feet dirty without thought of return? Dare we to ask God to move our hearts for those that we would never normally know or encounter, let alone touch and care for… 

And how often, when we encounter others in need, do we find our compassion and thereby our subsequent action is blunted because we think the person involved brought this situation upon themselves. Can we be inspired by the action of the Samaritan to set those judgements aside and to respond as Jesus would have done? Because Jesus takes the terms and conditions that the world wants to place upon love, and he rips them up, they don’t exist in the Kingdom of God. 

And, even though we know that you love like this Lord, remind us again, why should we love like this? And we’re reminded, that that foolish victim who placed themselves in harm’s way was us… we were the ones who got beaten up by the world… We were the ones who still walked that path even though we knew that it wasn’t wise. And it was Jesus whose heart was filled with compassion for us… Jesus who risked everything, even his life, so that he might approach and bring us healing; it was Jesus who bound up our wounds, and who carried us to safety, paying the ultimate price for our new life. 

As we remember this tremendous gift, let’s just take a moment of quiet to thank God for that life-restoring grace and compassion that he has shown to us… 

And let’s also ask God to stir up in our hearts those who he would have us love. It might, in fact, be your neighbour, but it might also be a person, or a group of people that you haven’t even considered caring practically for before, and you might want someone to pray with you about that, if so, do grab me at the end. I’d love to pray with you. So let’s take a moment and pray quietly now for God’s guidance and for the Holy Spirit to speak to our hearts…

1 John 4:19 says: ‘We love because he first loved us.’ Lord Jesus, we thank you that you saw us when we were broken and wounded, and yet you loved us and offered us healing and new life. Please Lord, guide us as we consider what it means for us today to love our neighbour as ourselves. Help us to be mindful this week of your Holy Spirit leading us into encounters with others when we can practically offer your love and compassion, and would you continue to stir us up, to pray for your leading into relationships that will bring healing to others. Amen.

Questions:

1. When you first read this familiar story, who do you most easily identify with?

2. Can you relate to the young man whose question prompts the telling of the parable? Have you even wanted to set limits or conditions on loving others?

3. Is it fair to blame the mugged man for the accident that’s befallen him?

4. In the past have you known struggle with balancing knowing that one should care for a victim whilst wanting to blame the victim? In what ways have you experienced this?

5. Can you think of times when you’ve reacted to situations of need with pity… and with compassion… and would you agree that there is a difference?

6. Does it surprise you that Jesus made the care of the young man so very generous – do you find this inspiring or daunting? 

7. What do you find most challenging about this passage? 

8. How do you think might God be leading you to act?   

9. How can you encourage one another on that journey?
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