Sunday 3rd July 2011, 2nd after Trinity. Canongate Kirk.

In the presence of HM The Queen and HRH The Duke of Edinburgh.

St Luke 10:29

Who is my neighbour?
The story is told of how at the beginning of time God was discussing the creation of the world with the Archangel Gabriel and telling him in particular of His plans for Scotland.  "Gabriel," He said, "I'm going to give this place towering mountains and magnificent glens resplendent with purple heather. Red deer will roam the hillsides, golden eagle will circle in the skies, salmon will leap in the crystal clear rivers, and lochs and the surrounding seas will teem with fish. Agriculture will flourish and there will be a glorious coming together of water with barley to be known as whisky. Coal, oil, gas and golf courses – all will be there in plentiful supply – and the Scots themselves will be intelligent, innovative, industrious and...” “Hang on a minute,” interrupted Gabriel, “with all due respect, are you not being a bit too generous to these Scots?” “Not at all,” replied God, “wait till you see the neighbours I’m giving them!”
“Who is my neighbour?” is the deceptively simple question that lies at the very heart of the parable of the Good Samaritan. And it is the deceptively simple response of the Good Samaritan that challenges our whole concept of neighbourhood. The parable of course is famously set on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho, in Judea. Samaria was the neighbouring region to Judea and the Samaritans were not Jews – in fact they were anything but, for a whole range of differences in politics, race, customs and religion meant that there was a good deal of dislike and mistrust between the two peoples. No comparison there at all between Scotland and her neighbours. But take, for example, Jesus’ own encounter elsewhere in the Gospels with a Samaritan woman at a well. Jesus asks her for a drink of water, but receives the reply: You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan so how can you ask me for a drink of water? Jews will not use the same cups and bowls that Samaritans use. Clearly the two types were simply not expected to mix and have nothing in common.
Certainly the Samaritan in the parable has nothing in common with the other two travellers, both of whom we can identify with some certainty as Jews. The first is a priest, the second a Levite, both closely and publicly associated with the temple, with the worship and witness of the Jewish community, and therefore readily identified by the lawyer who asks the question and whoever else would overhear the answer as being on their side. Yet they both went past on the other side. Even the victim of the robbers was probably a Jew. He was on the road from Jerusalem down to Jericho; that means he had gone up to Jerusalem and that in turn means he was probably a pilgrim, returning home from the temple. Yet the priest and the Levite, pillars of the temple and upholders of the Law, went past on the other side. And it’s left to the Samaritan, far from his own home and his own people, to tend to his needs. “When he saw him, he was moved to pity” we are told at last, “he went up and bandaged his wounds, bathing them with oil and wine. Then he lifted him on to his own beast, brought him to an inn, and looked after him.” 
Just as I am – your love unknown

Has broken every barrier down-

Now to be yours and yours alone,

O lamb of God , I come.

None of the Samaritan’s capacity to break every constricting barrier down would be lost on the lawyer whose supposedly clever question prompted the recounting of the parable in the first place, not least when Jesus turns the tables on him completely with a clever question of his own “Which of these three do you think was neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?” The lawyer has no option but forlornly to answer his own question with the admission “The one who showed him kindness”. And then he’s dismissed with a sting in the tail “Go and do as he did”, or in the more familiar Authorised Version, “Go, and do thou likewise”. 

Jesus had already drawn the lawyer’s attention to the books of the Law in general and to the Book of Deuteronomy in particular, where it is written “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind”. And our first reading this morning from the Book of Deuteronomy similarly draws our attention to those ancient, universal commandments and statutes. “When you turn back to the Lord your God with all your heart and soul, he will again rejoice over you and be good to you, as he rejoiced over your forefathers”. 

O God of Bethel! by whose hand thy people still are fed,

Who through this earthly pilgrimage hast all our fathers led:

Our vows, our prayers we now present before thy throne of grace:
God of our fathers! be the God of their succeeding race.

Furthermore we are reminded that the commandment that Moses first laid on the people of God and on all their succeeding races was not too difficult or beyond anyone’s reach. “It is a thing very near to you”, he said, “on your lips and on your heart, ready to be kept”. A thing very near to you – who is my neighbour? If we ask ourselves the same question here in Canongate Kirk it may come as something of a surprise to learn that in a recent report commissioned by the Presbytery of Edinburgh our parish found itself in the same category as Muirhouse, Pilton and Craigmillar in terms of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation. Poverty, homelessness, addiction, unemployment, multiple deprivation here on our very doorstep, things very near to us and beyond nobody’s reach. To reach out in a spirit of compassion and neighbourliness across all barriers and boundaries is to this day the persistent challenge of the Parable of the Good Samaritan. To ask of ourselves the question Who is my neighbour? And to point in response and in compassionate outreach to all those around us.  And now may God bless to us this preaching of his most holy word, and to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, be all praise and glory now and forever. Amen.

