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Are You a Good Neighbour?

Luke 10:25-37
We are all familiar with the story of the Good Samaritan. 

On one occasion an expert in the law ran into Jesus.

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” he said. 

Jesus responded with a question of his own.

“What is written in the law of Moses? How do you interpret it?”

And the religious scholar replied, “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 your neighbour as yourself.” 

“Right on!” said Jesus. “You’ve got it! You’ve answered correctly. Do this and you will live.”

But the religious moralist wasn’t satisfied. “And who exactly is my neighbour?”

This religious philosopher is looking for a loophole. So he replies, “And who is my neighbour?”

He, thus, tries to engage Jesus in a philosophical discussion on “who is my neighbour?” In doing so he attempts to divert attention away from himself and his responsibilities.

Dallas Willard warns us of the dangers of intellectualizing the Scriptures. He writes, “We handle the word of God before it has a chance to handle us.”
But Jesus refuses to be drawn into this intellectual debate on “who is my neighbour?” 
He responds by telling a parable – a short story with an important truth.

A certain Jewish man was on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho. The road way was a notorious, thief-infested stretch of rocky mountain highway; a long 20 mile roadway crowded with caves and dangers. Jerusalem was 1300 ft above sea level while Jericho was 1000 ft below sea level. It was known as “The Bloody Pass.”
This particular traveler was:

· Ambushed

· Stripped naked

· Beaten into a bloody pulp

· And left to die on the side of the road.

The buzzards were already circling overhead. 

I witnessed a similar scene on the streets of Nairobi. I was taking public transit when I saw a naked man convulsing on the side of the road. The people just walked by around him . . . they were afraid of mental illness and didn’t want to get involved.  
Now, it happened, a temple priest came by. He saw the pitiful sight but didn’t stop. He looked around; picked up his pace and hurried on by. 

A second traveler, a Levite – literally meaning “someone born in the temple,” happened to come along. He too looked around and hurried on by. 

Both of these travelers were men of God. They were busy men with no time to meddle in the life of a man they didn’t know. 
They didn’t know his background, perhaps he got what he deserved.

· it was too dangerous to stop , the thieves might still be lurking behind the rocks.

So they cleared out as fast as their legs could carry them.

A little while later a third man arrived. He was a Samaritan, a word of derision, – like the word, “gook” or “nigger” or “half-breed.”  They were a mixed race, half Jew and half Gentile. The worse thing you could call someone was a Samaritan. In the Jewish mind the only good Samaritan was a dead one. 

So this religious moralist sat up straight when Jesus mentioned the word Samaritan. 
Unbelievably, this outsider stops, dismounts from his donkey and bends down to care for this wounded man.

In this parable Jesus throws a mirror in the face of this religious leader. He forces him to look at himself. Jesus is saying, in effect, “You’re asking the wrong question.” The question isn’t “who is my neighbour?” 

The question you need to ask is, “Am I a good neighbour to those in need?” 

So the question I want to ask you this morning is: “Are you a good neighbour?”

In this parable Jesus lays out before us the qualities of a good neighbour.

First of all a good neighbour is color blind.
In our society we tend to treat some people better than others. We tend to stereo-type people. In doing we build barriers which keep people at arm’s length and thus, justify walking by on the other side of the street. We do this with gays, single moms, Muslims, alcoholics and illegal refugees.

What is your mental image of a ‘binner’, the man or woman who pushes a borrowed Safeway cart through our alleyway?  Have you ever engaged your resident ‘binner’ in a conversation? Do you leave your empty pop cans and bottles for them to pick up? Do you see the image of God in them?

A few months ago I looked out my front window and saw a black man rummaging through my neighbour’s garbage across the street. My stereo-type of a ‘binner’ kicked in as I saw a “looser,” someone who was homeless, dirty, drug or alcohol dependant, perhaps even violent or mentally ill.  

I decided to check him out. I walked across the street and stood beside him. I noticed that his grocery cart was full of bottles cans and other recyclables. 

I said, “This has been a good day for you?”

“Yes” he said, “Mondays are usually poor days, but today I’ve been lucky!”

I continued, “Do you live in North Vancouver?”
“No” he said, “I live in a hostel in Vancouver. I come over on the Seabus every day to earn enough money to survive. I’m a recovering alcoholic. I value my independence; and gathering bottles allows me time to think; it keeps me sober and keeps me in shape.’
I introduced myself and he gave me his name. I wished him well and we moved on with our daily routines. But I was enriched by this encounter.

A good neighbour looks at others through grace filled eyes and sees the image of God in all people.

Notice some of the men Jesus chose to be members of his inner circle.

· Peter and John – hotheads – “The Sons of Thunder”
· Matthew the tax collector – a quisling, a collaborator with the Romans.
· Simeon, a zealot committed to driving out the Roman army by force.
· Judas, a thief and betrayer.
One well known German theologian writes,

“Jesus gained the power to love harlots, bullies, ruffians, tax collectors and terrorists. He was able to see what is hidden in every man because his eye caught the divine original which is hidden in every man.”

                                                                                                Paul Thielicke

Secondly, a good neighbour gets his\her hands dirty.

In the story before us the Samaritan became personally involved in helping this poor man. He didn’t love at a distance. He stopped; he got down from his donkey; he knelt beside him; he dressed his wounds; he lifted him gently and draped him over the back of his donkey; he walked alongside as he transported him to Jericho, where he covered the cost of his lodging and nursing care. 

It’s easy to write a cheque and give someone else the responsibility of caring for the needs of others. But Jesus calls us to live incarnationally; “to flesh out” our love for others by coming alongside them in a personal way. It’s costly, it takes time and sometimes it leaves you vulnerable to criticism and rejection. 

As citizens of the Kingdom we are called to come alongside others; sometimes it is as simple as giving a listening ear.
A couple of years ago, at Christmas we had our extended family over for a Christmas dinner. Later our granddaughter said, “I’m going to take my car through the car wash at the Esso Station on Lonsdale; would you like to come with me?”  “Sure” I replied.

While she was washing and cleaning out her car I stood outside the convenient store attached to the gas station. A young girl, in her late teens came out of the store and asked if I had any change I could give her. I had already given my extra change to Jazmine for her car wash. So I told her I didn’t have anything to give her. 

Before she moved on I asked her, “How come you are out here on Christmas day? Why aren’t you at home with your family?”

She told me she was alienated from her parents who lived in West Vancouver. As a teen she had made a number of poor decisions and her parents eventually kicked her out of the house. She was a high school drop out, trying to survive on her own. She was currently homeless and couch surfing; moving from one friend’s house to another so as not to outstay her welcome. She also had a drug problem and was forced to panhandle in order to survive.

Suddenly I had this unmistakable image of a lost little girl who was in danger of throwing her life away. Gently I said to her, “You’re selling your body in order to survive, aren’t you?”  

She nodded, “Yes.”  

I was filled with deep compassion for her and visualized Jesus touching her and setting her free. I reached out my hand and touched her arm. Looking into her eyes I said, “Sweetheart, I want you to know something! You don’t need to do this anymore.” 

Tears welled up in her eyes.

In those brief moments I visualized Jesus reaching into the soul of this hurting woman, healing her and setting her free. I don’t know what happened to this young woman. But I continue to pray for her. I trust that our brief encounter was a turning point in her life.

Henri Nouwen says it well: 

“More and more, the desire grows in me simply to walk around, greet people, enter their homes, sit on the doorstep, play ball, throw water, listen to others, and be known as someone who wants to live with them. It’s a privilege to have the time to practice this simple ministry of presence. 
 I wonder, more and more, if the first thing shouldn’t be to know others by name, to eat and drink with them, to listen to their stories and to tell your own and let them know with words, hand shakes and hugs that you do not simply like them – but truly love them.”

A good neighbour is color blind,
A good neighbour gets involved, and

A Good Neighbour lives in the Now

One of the important words in this parable is the word “happened.”


“A priest happened to be going down the same road.”       V 31
The word “happened” speaks of coincidence. But as Christians we don’t believe in coincidences. We believe in the providence and sovereignty of God. There is no such thing as luck or coincidence. Our lives are carefully orchestrated by God. Things don’t “just happen” for the children of God; they are part of his wonderful plan.
In God’s providence God places us in certain situations so that we can be good neighbours to those he brings across our path; the people I work with, the doctor who treats me, the airline stewardess who serves me - these are individuals God is calling me to bless.

Furthermore, many of the things we consider to be interruptions or inconveniences are, in reality, divine appointments. The Priest and the Levite were not on that road by accident. I was not standing outside the convenient store on Christmas day by accident. 

As a Christian God is in control of my life and he is with me all the time. This perspective has had a powerful impact on my life. Instead of being annoyed and frustrated with the unexpected and unscheduled interruptions which intrude on my busy schedule I’m learning to see these encounters as divine appointments . . .opportunities for me to be a good neighbour.
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