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Luke 17.11-19

13th October 2019
The other Good Samaritan
Lord God – our prayer is that the written word will point us to Christ, the Living Word – so in his name we pray and for his voice we listen.  Amen.

The gospels are not true biographies of Jesus, at least they are not always chronologically consistent.  His life events are often placed in a different order depending which gospel you are reading.  Yet, Luke has a series of encounters that does read like a biographical timeline.  It’s that last journey Jesus made from the north, Galilee to Jerusalem in the south.  It’s his journey towards the cross and it’s such a significant one because along the way we bump into those stories which have fundamentally formed our view of who Jesus is, encounters often made when passing through a village and meeting outcasts.

Three places are mentioned in the first sentence of today’s gospel reading:  Jerusalem, Samaria, and Galilee.  Jerusalem is where he is headed.  Galilee is where his mission began. And at this point in the story he’s travelling along the border between Samaria and Galilee. Literally "on the boundary."   

And that’s where Jesus often made the greatest impression, amongst the people others neglected, the invisibles, often thought worthless by society. Bonhoeffer once said that Jesus meets us both on the boundary of our lives and at the centre.

The recent TV series showing life inside the Vatican contained footage of nuns producing food bags for homeless sleepers invited into Vatican City by the Pope – a Pope who has adopted the name Francis and wants his ministry to be down to earth, touching the poor.  So, every day he has instructed that these parcels of sandwiches – and ones wrapped in red serviettes are cheese, specially produced for Muslim folk who cannot eat meat, should be available.  

Well, Pope Francis hasn’t only taken his inspiration from the Priest of Assisi but also from Jesus of Nazareth, travelling now to Jerusalem.  Jesus who is always aware of life as it really is. Rose tinted glasses or ivory towers were not his style.  He is Jesus the pain bearer as well as the joy giver.  The suffering servant, born a refugee then crucified a criminal.  He knew life, and he knew it especially when it was hard.
So here we have a gospel encounter between Jesus and those who literally lived at the very margin of life, 1st century villagers whose existence have been blighted by leprosy.  And to coin one of his own phrases, Jesus doesn’t pass by on the other side; instead he chooses to get involved.

Here’s part of the narrative: He was going into a village when ten men suffering from a dreaded skin disease met him.  They stood at a distance and shouted, Jesus! Master! Take pity on us!  

Did you notice that word ‘dreaded’?  You almost feel the worry, the fear, and the anguish coming from it.  To have this ‘dreaded skin disease’ meant upheaval and disruption. 

A few years ago, we visited the quarantine island of Spinalonga off the Crete cost.  Years ago the day your leprosy was confirmed on the mainland a boat would be made ready for you so that at sunset you waved goodbye to your family for ever and sailed just a mile or so to become a resident of Spinalonga.  Today it’s deserted but full of ghosts.  It’s chilling to stand by the walled gate alongside the ocean and realise that hundreds stepped off a small boat here to begin years of exile – often within sight of their loved ones on the mainland but cruelly cut off by the channel in between.  
Today, thanks to painstaking research undertaken by agencies like the Leprosy Mission, it can all be so very different.  Multi drug therapy now offers leprosy suffers dignity and hope.   But, of course, in Jesus’ day, and for many years on Spinalonga, the outlook was thoroughly bleak.

As I read this story, I sense that these ten men were like a band of brothers, united in adversity as they lived together on the outskirts of the village. 

So as Jesus passes by Luke makes the chilling observation that ‘they kept their distance’.  They lived on the margins and knew their place; after all it had been drummed into them by a constant experience of rejection.  They were observers of life no more its participators.  

It is salutary to consider what life might have been like for individuals in this inconvenient group before the disease struck.  No doubt many would have worked with their hands in a past life, some might have been skilled craftsmen, talented carpenters or gifted stonemasons.  But now the leprosy had destroyed their nerve endings, so physical sensation was gone, they could no longer work with those skilled hands and do the jobs that once gave them a sense of valued and respected self-worth.  They thought their days of being useful were over. What counted now was the bond that had grown between them, the unlikely unity that comes through common suffering.

In fact, they didn’t even all come originally from the same ethnic background, because in verse 16 we read that one was a Samaritan.  Normally, of course the custom of the day meant that Samaritans and Jews never mixed, but even the most bigoted cultural barriers became obsolete when you got leprosy.  These ten sufferers were in this together. And the fact that this group on the boundary consisted of both Jews and a Samaritan made it more inclusive than many at the centre of any village.

Some friends of ours recently got stuck in a pod on the London Eye.  Without warning the Ferris wheel simply stopped turning and they had a longer than expected view over the Thames.  They said, we went nowhere for a very long, and somewhat anxious, 30 minutes. We were in the pod with about ten other people and we had studiously avoided eye contact with each other until the pod stopped moving.  It was only then that we looked one another in the face and started talking!  Someone in the pod even discovered that if you lifted up the seats emergency supplies of water and chocolate could be found, but, apparently, just as they discovered this the Eye started going and they felt they had to put the goodie bags back!

By the time they disembarked out onto the South Bank their worrying thirty minutes going nowhere had turned these strangers into temporary friends.
Perhaps that universal human dynamic is present in today’s gospel in that these ten men were united in a common sense of need. Their vulnerability bound them together and gave them a liberating sense of honesty with each other.

The bible has a lot to say about the joy of belonging and the value of community. It’s part of the creator’s instructions for healthy living.  

The People of Israel were a community.  The Church is one.  Even the Godhead, Father, Son and Holy Spirit is a Community of love.

Tom Shakespeare often does Radio 4’s ‘A Point of View’ broadcast on Sundays after the morning service.  I was taken by what he said in a programme last month as he reflected on his dwarfism and the way people look at him in the street, even taking photos of him on their phones when they think he’s not watching.  He’s concluded that people act this way because we feel less and less really connected with each other.  It’s as if we foolishly believe our actions are watertight and won’t affect the lives or feelings of others.

Tom Shakespeare made the case that one of the downsides of the progress of technology over the last two decades is this growing sense of individualism and almost living life in a glass bubble, never truly interreacting with others.  And, whilst no one wants a sense of overdependence, a sense of mutuality when it comes to human relationships can be both affirming and nourishing in our lives

If technology makes it possible for people to live life without experiencing it, we have lost too much about the way a sense of community brings meaning into our everyday lives.
Now, what happens next in the narrative is extraordinary because although they had met with Jesus at this point, they still weren’t healed.  Even so he tells them to go and show themselves to the priest, the equivalent those days of being given a ‘back to work’ certificate from the doctor. 

And off they went, the text telling us that it was on the way that they were healed.  I think that took a certain courage and not a little faith.
In our Christian discipleship we are also called to show faith and courage.  For often it’s in the doing of Jesus’ will, not the talking about it, but the doing of it, that he works among us. 

I sense that many of us here at AFC have been helped by the writings of the American theologian, Brian McLaren and one of his books is called We make the road by Walking.  In it he explores the idea that it’s as we jump in and live the faith, as we practise belief, that such faith and belief grows, develops and matures.

Faith is an adventure.  Every Sunday we leave church with a blessing and often that includes the words: Go in peace to love and serve the Lord…

Dismissing what has sometimes been called the Rump Parliament of 1653, Oliver Cromwell is reported to have said to dithering politicians: You have sat here too long, depart I say, in the name of God, go!!

Strident words!  But perhaps they resonate with today’s gospel.  Now was the time for these men to walk into a different future trusting in God, now was the time to go.

And week by week that challenge is ours too.  To leave this time of worship seeking, with God’s help, to put into practise all we have read and sang about.  To be Practitioners.  To live the faith and make the road by walking.

This story, from Jesus’ journey en route to Jerusalem is full of surprises, not least in the identity of the one who returned to him to say ‘thank you’.

It was just one in ten who showed this degree of gratitude and Luke tells us the man in question was a Samaritan. There’s a twist here because of the racial suspicion. The thanks came from a most unexpected quarter.

Someone has said there are two Good Samaritans in the New Testament.  The one we all know about and this one.  This is the way he’s described: When one of them saw that he was healed, he came back, praising God in a loud voice.  He threw himself to the ground at Jesus’ feet and thanked him.

It, is perhaps, one of the most beautiful moments of the story.

Many years ago whilst serving in Hitchin a man called the Manse saying he was in distress, had been thrown off the train to London and needed money to complete his journey.  Well, in our Pastoral Studies lectures at college we had been taught never to simply give out cash but try to help in other practical ways.  So, after listening to him I helped him out, in the name of the church, with a ticket to complete the 40 minute journey from Hitchin to Kings Cross.

We said goodbye and I thought no more about it until later that afternoon when he phoned me again.  He acknowledged his story earlier in the day was a false one and, I have to admit to my surprise, told me he’d talked it through with the booking office at the station as he surrendered his ticket and they had agreed that if I called by they would reimburse my credit card.

He ended his call by saying ‘thank you’.  

Now, there are all sorts of issues there for you to ponder over lunch today, but I mention it because of that last part.  He came back and said thank you in a most unexpected way.

So did the healed man in today’s reading, the second Good Samaritan of the gospels.

CS Lewis once said, ‘Praise almost seems to be inner health made audible’.


So, we quite deliberately begin worship with a hymn of praise and at the centre of the communion service there is a Eucharistic prayer, literally a prayer of thanks. 

It’s part of our worship: standing together before God in our common need, receiving his grace, and the returning time and time again with our corporate thanksgiving.

It’s a Christian virtue, saying thank you to others and to God – and this Samaritan came back praising God in a loud voice.

The story of Jesus on his way to Jerusalem: meeting the outcasts from the village – people on the margins.

And may it still be our experience that this compassionate God – the sharer of our hopes and fears – meets us in our need and surprises us with his love and care – in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen

Ian Green, Amersham, 23rd September 2019
