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I wonder what it is about this event recorded in Luke’s gospel that stands out for you?

Obviously it is important that one of the 10 healed men comes back to praise God – a right and fitting response to such a miraculous healing.

But there’s also the issue that the one who comes back is a Samaritan. I like the NIV presentation of this. You can almost picture Luke wagging a finger in the air and shouting, “And he was a Samaritan!” Shock! Horror!

But why is this such an important thing to note?

Who were the Samaritans? Why was it such a big deal that this man was a Samaritan?

Samaritan was a name given to the people of the northern part of Israel, many of whom were the remnant of those who had been taken into exile in Babylon and, later, included those who returned from exile, bringing with them other ‘foreigners. The label indeed became synonymous with ‘foreigner’.

There was great hostility between north and south, in part because of this common root in Judaism. The people of Samaria had their own temple on Mt Gerizim and so did not worship in Jerusalem. They were also a bit more ‘relaxed’ in their application of the Law – woolly liberals one might call them.

You might even suggest that they weren’t considered ‘proper believers’ because they didn’t go to the ‘right church’. They were heretics.

Here was a group that believed in the same God as the Jews and yet their worship was considered unacceptable, their teaching heretical and any contact with them made a person ‘unclean’.

But there’s another element to this little episode that’s quite interesting and it comes from the same root.

Where else do we read of a Samaritan in Luke’s gospel? 

Just a few chapters earlier we can read the parable of the Good Samaritan.

I’m sure I don’t need to go into detail. I’m sure you all know the story well. But, what was the context of that parable?

Well, it was told in response to the question, “who is my neighbour?”; itself asked in the context of the question, “whom should we love?”

But that was a parable; just a story used to illustrate a point. Shocking though it might be to suggest that we should love someone that we despise, it was, nonetheless, just a story.
Here we have a real event and so it’s no longer just an academic point that ‘outsiders’ show  a better understanding of Godly behaviour.

Here we have the reality – the ‘outsider’, the foreigner, the Samaritan, shows a better understanding of God and a better response to God than those who ought to know better.

There is a lesson to be learnt by looking beyond our own ‘proper’ church.

So this little episode helps to reinforce that there is a proper response to God, but perhaps more importantly, that we often have much to learn about what that response should be from those people that we least expect to act in a Godly way.

Our overall theme for this sermon is “Us and Them” and we have a challenge to us from our reading in Luke. But we need to ask, “Is it applicable to today?”
Well, we have:

Denominations – Protestant, Catholic, Roman, Orthodox, Baptist, Brethren;

Labels – evangelical, liberal, universalist, conservative, fundamentalist, charismatic, moderate;

Factions – and I won’t even name them.

And these raise the question: Where do we see in this the unity that is meant to be exhibited by the church of Jesus Christ? The one, holy, catholic (with a small ‘c’), apostolic church that is the body of Christ.

Do we see unity or just ‘us and them’?
Unquestionably there are many differences just are there are many similarities. And all too often there is the irrational dislike of the ‘other’ just as there was in Jesus’ day.

And so the message in Luke is just as important for us today. This event ought to be no less shocking to us as it was to the Jews following Jesus.

So what would be the modern day equivalent of this shocking event?

 Would it be someone from a different denomination praising God in the pew beside you?

Would it be a fundamentalist suggesting that there might be something in the theory of evolution after all? Or a liberal acknowledging that maybe some bits of the Bible did actually happen?
Maybe it would need to be even more extreme – Richard Dawkins asking for prayer support perhaps.

Whether you can come up with a suitably shocking equivalent or not isn’t really the point. The point is that this event would have been shocking, and we need to know it would have been shocking, at the time.

Especially when we read it in the light of the story of the Good Samaritan. What was being shown in a parable is now being seen in reality.

If it was shocking as a story, how much more shocking would it be when seen for real?

But surely it shows us just how radical Jesus’ teaching is.

It shows us how radical and life-changing the gospel is.

And I think we often forget just how radical and how challenging the gospel message can be.
And I think we also forget that it’s our job to deliver that radical message.

It’s not our job to deliver a comfortable message or even deliver our message comfortably.
And I’m not just speaking about preachers. This is something we are all called to. The radical change of a Spirit-filled life is into one where we live for God and not ourselves and to show that changed life to others.

It’s all very well sharing our ups and downs, our encouraging God moments, our sensed moments of Godly communion with like-minded friends; those we know won’t ridicule us or wonder what we’re blethering about; those who are like ‘us’.

But what about taking the gospel to ‘the Samaritans’, those outside our community, those not part of our ‘holy huddle’?

That’s not so comfortable; not so safe. One can’t be radical (and I don’t even mean in the extreme sense) these days. Conformity is everything.
 But the interesting thing about our modern conformity is that it is very self-focussed. 
We have so many pressures on us, encouraging us to spend our life pleasing ourselves; pressures that chip away at the distinctiveness of the Christian faith.
Sunday’s not a day for gathering to worship God!

Sunday’s a day for shopping – unless you’re a shopworker.

Sunday’s a day for eating out – unless you’re a chef of waitress.

The Bible is out of date – much better to find a personal ethic based on the here-and-now.

The Bible’s about God and people – but surely it’s much better to find one’s inner spirituality.

Pressures to conform to the world aren’t new; pressures to compromise one’s faith aren’t new; pressures to remove the boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ aren’t new.

The passage we read from Jeremiah is just part of a bigger narrative of the pressures of fitting in and still remaining faithful to one’s beliefs.

The letter was sent to those who were in exile in Babylon. They were unable to reach the holy city Jerusalem; they were, they thought, removed from God, from God’s earthly dwelling place.
How, therefore, were they to continue to worship God, if they could not be near God?

But Jeremiah has a word of comfort for them. He starts his letter with a word from God:
“This is what the Lord Almighty… says to all those I carried into exile.”
Or, if you’re reading from the Good News translation:
“The Lord Almighty… says to all those people whom he allowed Nebuchadnezzar to take away.”
Now, let me explain something before we get into arguments about whether God does or does not do these things directly. That’s not what matters here.

A common understanding of God for the people of that time, was that when good things happened, God was rewarding them, but when bad things happened, God had deserted them.

But here, Jeremiah is clearly stating that, even in this ‘bad time’ God hasn’t abandoned them; God hasn’t deserted them; God is still very much with them.

God doesn’t need His people to be near a temple or a city to be close to Him. God is close by us wherever we are as he was with those who were in exile.

So Jeremiah’s word from God is that , in that place, a place that seems far removed from the heart of their faith and therefore what gives them their identity, they are to settle and God will be with them.
And not only do they have to settle there, but they have to ‘work for the good’ of the place they are in and the people who are there. They have to ‘pray to God on their behalf’ so that the places and the people of God would prosper.

And here we’re getting towards the heart of our lesson today.
The gospel of Jesus Christ; the ‘good news’ that His life, death and resurrection brings; is that God, through Jesus has redeemed all of His creation.
Christ’s saving act on the cross was not for a select few.

It was not for those in the right denomination or with the correct label.

It was not for those in a ‘holy huddle’.

It was not for those who were in the right city.

Jesus Christ died so that ‘all may be saved’.

But – and there is one – people need to hear that gospel; they need to see it in action; they need to know its truth.
Consider Paul’s words in his second letter to Timothy. He quotes a ‘trustworthy saying’ in 2:11:

“If we died with him,
we will also live with him;
if we endure,
we will also reign with him.

If we disown him,
he will also disown us;”
And what’s one of the best ways to get someone to disown God?
Show them a church that is unloving, uncaring, uninvolved, uninviting, exclusive, exploitative or perhaps even extremist and you’ve pretty much guaranteed their rejection of it.

And why is the church so important?

It is nothing less than the body of Christ.
Spirit-filled and Spirit-led, the church is here to carry on the work of Jesus Christ.

There’s a song I like to listen to just now and the chorus is especially challenging. It asks some hard questions.

It asks, “If we are the body, then why aren’t his arms reaching out, why aren’t his hands healing, why aren’t his words teaching, why aren’t his feet going, why isn’t his love showing?”

Our lesson from Jeremiah tells us that we are to be Christians; we are to be the church; Christ’s body, in the place where we find ourselves.

God is with us in that place because God is with us wherever we are. And God is not just with ‘us’. God is with ‘them’ too.
So far as God is concerned there is no ‘us’ and ‘them’. We are all God’s children. And we are to work for the good and the prosperity of all of God’s children.

There is no ‘us’ and ‘them’, we are all God’s children. But not everyone sees that. Not everyone recognises who God is. Are we going to show them who God is?

Are we not ‘the church’? Are we not Christ’s body? And if we take that name for ourselves, then surely that body can’t be a metaphorical couch-potato. The body of Christ has to be following the example of the earthly Jesus, reaching out to those who need care; who need love; who need to see and hear the radical message of the gospel.

And from Luke, we also learn a lesson. We, the church, don’t have a monopoly on God. God is also at work in those whom we would sideline or ignore.

And if we close our eyes to that, then we may miss an example of how to praise God; of how to honour God; of being blessed by Him.
Let us pray.

Heavenly Father,

Open our eyes to your works in the world. Open our hearts to the truth of your presence. Open our mind to the lessons you have for us. May these thoughts and words be acceptable to you.

Amen.
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