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Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns: 
744
“O for a thousand tongues”


145
“Fill us with your love”


437
“Guide me, O thou great Jehovah”
_______________________________________________________________
Readings:
Galatians 5: 1, 2, 13-15 & 22-25

Luke 9: 51-62
“THE NEIGHBOURS WE HAVE FROM YOU”
We’re faced this morning by what I want to call “the curse of the familiar”.  I would love to be able to buy some software which would allow me to draw the memories of every one of you into one place.  When I achieved this, I’d then (and with great delight) thump my hand on the “delete button”.  I’d like to wipe the story of the Good Samaritan out of your minds in order to give myself the chance to tell it in all its graphic and surprising detail.  This is a story as subversive and radical as they get.  We need to suspend our weary familiarity and then engage with the intense drama which unfolds from the simple details of this ancient tale.
The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was a mere seventeen miles – roughly the diameter of metropolitan London.  In the course of that short distance, the road dropped 3000 feet from the city built on a hill via rocky places and rough deserts to the riverside town of Jericho.  I’ve only visited this lovely city once and vowed never to return.  For this is where a gang of Bedouin traders offered me 50 camels in return for my wife!

That steep and twisty road was ideal bandit country.  No traveller could put his foot upon it without an eye to his personal security.  We’re told absolutely nothing about the man who figures in this story but clearly he was a little reckless or ignorant of the dangers facing him.  The bandits set upon him.  They gave him a thorough beating before robbing him of all his possessions and leaving him for dead.  Another victim of crime.  He’d soon be added to the statistics that would be used to warn others of the dangers of travelling that way.
A priest comes by – a man who would have completed a tour of duty in the Jerusalem temple, now on his way home for a well earned rest.  He must have seen the man.  Yet he did nothing to slow his pace or to take an interest in him.  I wonder why?  Might he have argued to himself that, if the man lying ahead of him were dead he might risk defilement?  Or was he simply under pressure to get home?  Perhaps he was preoccupied with his religious agenda – the rituals and devotional acts of piety which made up his daily round.  Whatever it was, it seems even from this distance in time and place, to have been an abrogation of duty.  Yet it tells a familiar enough tale.  People of faith are often enough preoccupied with (even obsessed by) “religion”.  The details of proper observance, the criteria for measuring “orthodox” belief, the niceties of Canon law (or for us Methodists our Constitutional Practice and Discipline) often squeeze out any possibility for dealing with something unconventional or disturbing.

For example, how can the Roman Catholic Church adhere so strictly to its principles on the subject of contraception that it refuses to prioritise the needs of people suffering from HIV/AIDS?  The use of condoms, it is commonly argued, would greatly diminish the risk of catching the disease for countless thousands of people.  Or how can the Church of England invest so much energy in the question of this very day – how to proceed along the path that will allow women to become Bishops?  It’s got to happen one of these days.  Everybody knows that.  And the world is yearning for a Church that can focus upon the needs – spiritual and material – that stare us all in the eye rather than giving such undue attention to the modern equivalent of that ancient conundrum: how many angels can dance on the head of a needle?  For Methodists, of course, we’re now worrying away at the possibility of a new hymnbook and the correspondence pages of the Methodist Recorder have been full, for many weeks, of vituperative and obsessional analysis of whether to close one of our theological colleges.
It was a priest in the story of Jesus who passed by on the other side, leaving the injured man to his fate. “Religious” people galore have followed that example down the ages.  No wonder that Dietrich Bonhoeffer in his wonderful book The Cost of Discipleship made a plea for what he called “religionless Christianity”.
Then came the Levite.  Another religious personage but of a lower order, someone concerned with the liturgical life of the temple rather than with matters of high theology.  Perhaps he was to a priest what a local preacher is to a minister in our modern Methodist Church.  He’s clearly learned a great deal from the priest.  Perhaps it was part of his “Continuous Personal Development” to ape his priestly master.  He certainly traipses along with a blind disregard for the screaming needs of the man who’d fallen amongst thieves.  The ordained and the un-ordained are alike prone to such inhumanity.  Again, it must be “religion” that does it.
And so the stage is set for the arrival of the Samaritan.  This would have taken the breath away from the audience listening to Jesus.  A Samaritan?  Not a happy prospect.  They knew what they thought of such people.  They were the heirs of those apostates from 800 years ago who’d been conquered by the Assyrians and proceeded to flirt with them.  There was inter-marriage and syncretism and a watering down of the strict demands of the Jewish law.  When the Assyrian empire finally crumbled, it left the Samaritans to wither on the bough.  They were hated by strict Jews for having sold out on their heritage.  Jews and Samaritans have many things in common – they attended the same shrines, they invoked the same patriarchs, they honoured the same prophets.  Yet to Jews they were apostates, betrayers, mongrels and worse.  And it was a member of this detested group who, in the story Jesus told, stopped, stooped, cared.  The Bible says that “he showed compassion” and the Greek word for this is only used elsewhere in the New Testament for Jesus himself.  This was undoubtedly a Jesus-like action.  The Good Samaritan came, he saw, and he was conquered by the plight of the injured man.  So he stopped and did something about it.  There and then.  With an overflow of attention to the man’s needs.  The quality of his mercy was not strained.  This was love in action.  This is how Jesus wanted people to go the second mile.  Here was grace abounding.

He took the man to a hostelry, paid an advance on his needs.  He even left his credit card details with the inn-keeper assuring him that he’d settle with him on his return.  Brilliant!

So let’s get the cutting edge quality of this story clear.  It may well be that those who people our churches, chapels and cathedrals have overdosed on religion.  To the point where they’re more concerned about its doctrines and procedures than its clear demand that we should care for our neighbour.  And we may need to be shaken out of our lethargy on this point by people who don’t belong to our religious groupings at all – the outsider, the object of our pity or our prejudice, someone we love to hate.  When I lose my way as I travel to a new destination, it’s invariably to someone who’s a stranger to me that I turn when I ask for directions.  There are times when I feel the same need as I travel on my spiritual path.  The people of the household may be high on religion but they’ve often lost touch with the real world around them.

Last Thursday I began a series of talks about modern atheism.  We considered the thinking of Sigmund Freud.  Far from dismissing all his claims about the falsity of religion, we recognised that some of his observations were very near the bone.  One of the observations we were left with was the following: “Christians should admit that their religion has been escapist, regressive, delusive, sometimes mere fabrication, leading to a misuse of power based on a vindictive image of the fatherhood of God.”

The deficiencies of our religion have often (too often) put us in the position of the priest and Levite rather than the Good Samaritan.  Too often we have fiddled whilst the world around us burns.
The answer to the original question that led to the telling of this tale (“Who is my neighbour”) was more descriptive than definitive.  The neighbour is the person who shows mercy.  In other words, the neighbour inspires action rather than an abstract definition.  Being a neighbour is something you do.  And it all reminds us of the implication of scripture that we should love our neighbour as we love ourselves.  For if we don’t love the person whom we see then it’s difficult to understand how we can love God whom we don’t see.
When Margaret and I were courting, she’d sometimes send me a note after a weekend we’d spent together and put the word KISS at the end.  This wasn’t a charming and intimate detail, however.  It was a comment on the sermon she’d heard me preach the previous day, KISS = Keep It Simple Stupid.  The story of the Good Samaritan does just that.  Let us do as he did.  God help us.  Amen
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