It is amazing what you can observe when you go through life at a slightly different pace....

The other day I was out riding with my son Ryan in the rain – we had a good ride around the lake and when we got back to Duffy we were riding up Burrunjuck, when we saw a huge branch (actually several branches) from a gum tree had fallen from a tree and was blocking half the road... it wasn’t on our side, but we figured that it was going to cause an accident if someone didn’t do something about it....so we got off and lifted and pulled, dragging the branches back towards the gutter – after about 5 minutes of working a man came by and joined in – he’d driven by a few minutes earlier and had walked back with the same idea after he got home...so the three of us managed to drag the tree off the road and then went our way....
A few weeks back I was riding home when I came upon an elderly lady who was struggling with great difficulty to push a shopping trolley up a very steep hill....I stopped and asked her if I could help...she was very grateful for the assistance as it looked like it was beyond her....

About a month ago I was out riding with Sandra when a young uni student had a bad crash on his bike over near Black Mountain Peninsula...he was sprawled over the bike path and left hanging over the rail to the lake...and Sandra and I were able to offer some first aid...we had no first aid kit in the backpack – just water...we checked him over and fixed his bike and although he was badly bruised he was able to continue on very gingerly.... now how would I have seen this young man if I had not been on the path...if I had been too busy ...or in Sandra’s case if she had not accepted my invitation to take the more difficult route home?

Today we are going to talk about a story that Jesus told – about a man on a journey...on journey on the Jericho Road...we all have Jericho Road experiences...difficulties and dramas that stress, drain and sometimes leave us feeling defeated...we are all meant to travel the Jericho Road to be on the lookout for those who have fallen...to have compassion without prejudice...to risk the cost of inconvenience...the cost of time...of money...the cost to our busy life.
In my surveying of the local soccer club the biggest barrier to people volunteering is lack of time or just being busy with other commitments...we live our life at such a fast pace and fill it with some many good things – that sometimes we can just forget the basics of being human...created in the image of God...made for relationships...to love, to give, to persevere....even when things are tough.

Today we look at the teachings of Jesus and see that Jesus taught in a way that was different to the way the Jews were accustomed...he taught with authority...because he lived what he preached. The Jewish leaders were experts in their law; and Jesus even encouraged people to do what they said regarding the law – they were legalists...but their religion did not lead to life or faith – their religious system was bankrupt and Jesus parable highlighted this fact.
A Samaritan was a person who to the Jew was a half caste...the descendants of the Northern tribes of Israel that had been taken into captivity about 700 years before Christ...those Israelites who had remained, mixed with others who were resettled from other countries..intermarried...and were not pure Jews...

Then there was their religious system that was not centred on Jerusalem and had other interpretations of the Torah...then there was the period after the exile of Judah that they tried to stop Nehemiah’s efforts at rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem...they were openly hostile with each other and Jews would go to great lengths to go around the Samaritan territory rather than even walk on their ground...

On the social hierarchy, they were at the bottom.

Then there was the location...a journey from Jerusalem to Jericho was about 20 miles or 32 kilometres...through rocky, arid and mountainous country...full of lime stone caves and plenty of places for robbers to hide out...It was a dangerous journey and was even known as “the red or bloody way”. Down the ages this road has been notorious as a place where criminals could hideout and has that reputation even up to today.
So Jesus chose his unlikely hero and his unsavoury location...to answer the questions of a educated Legal expert...who was trying to trap Jesus...but in answer to the Lawyer’s question about who is my neighbour Jesus tells the story that is most likely the most well known parable in the whole Bible.

A man (we assume a Jew) is on a journey on the Jericho Road...it is a dangerous journey and he falls prey to thieves who steal everything and leave him half dead...Enter hero number one...a priest..someone of similar status to the Lawyer...who sees the man and keeps on going. It was not convenient to get involved...some have said he would have become ceremonially unclean if he had touched the bleeding man...and would have cancelled himself out of serving in the temple..whatever his justification...he chose to not get involved...(good things there was no law that covered this situation...no law that said thou must help a person lying on the side of the road....although there was a law that said if he had found a dead man he would have to bury him!!)...so he could interpret his law to fit his situation....maybe he was just afraid to get involved...in case the robbers were still around.
Then comes hero number two..surely he will help...but this man is a Levite...like a paid Lay person...he too saw the man and this time took a look – but he didn’t check his pulse...although he knew that should love his neighbour...there was room for him to move along on the other side.
Then comes the good Samaritan – nowhere in the bible will you find the words “good” and “Samaritan” next to each other....the phrase “good Samaritan” would have been an oxymoron (you know where you put together words that contradict each other)...to a Jew the only good Samaritan was a dead Samaritan! 

What starts out as a debate over what was the most important command becomes a lesson in first aid...the Samaritan chooses to get involved...he checks for danger...he checks for response...he find him alive but injured and without a first aid kit, uses what he has to treat and bandage the wounds...but there is no 000 to call – he takes it upon himself to get him to safety – to see it through and then pay the cost of the man’s rehabilitation...
Then Jesus asks the telling question...which one of these three showed himself to be a neighbour? Amazingly, the Lawyer could not even find it in himself to say the Samaritan..and said “the one who showed mercy”....

But why did Jesus use a Samaritan? Why did Jesus not want his hearers to identify with the one who gave the care? If the Priest had been the hero of the story and given care, then everyone would have been tempted to identify with him...but not a distasteful Samaritan...and the Lawyer would not want to identify with the actions of the Priest and Levite...so who was their left to identify with?

The only one left was the one in the ditch...then Jesus says...”go and do likewise”, What? Be like the guy in the ditch?

Humbled...not only by the experience of near death by the road...losing it all – but by being cared for by a hated foreigner...on whose money he lived while he got better. What we don’t have is the rest of the story...how would the victim have lived after he recovered? What affect would it have had on the way he treated others? You could presume that his views of the world would be forever changed...
Who do you identify with in this parable?

The Lawyer..who had the answers but was hypocritical..in the way he lived...

The Priest and the Levite – who chose not to get involved in the affairs of those stranded on the Jericho Road...

Or the Samaritan..who travelled the road...and although he lived by a different set of laws...he chose to live by the law of love, compassion and mercy.

As I finish I want to tell you a story I read. A group of student were doing a course called “Christians in Society” at Harvard Divinity School and they were set and exam...in this written exam they were given a break a half an hour before the end of the test to have a drink and something to eat...what they didn’t know was that the professor had set a different type of test..a man looking beaten and bloodied was lying in the area where the students were given their short break...and although everyone saw him, no one chose to do anything about him; rather, choosing to go back inside to complete the test....the professor flunked them all...they had failed his test..and the church often fails the real test...to add mercy and compassion and practical service to our words of faith.

We’ve all been rescued by Jesus on our Jericho Road...an encounter that should change us for all future encounters with others on their Jericho Road...2Corinthians 1 says to comfort others with the comfort we have received – to pass it on – to be the agents of God’s mercy and compassion, wherever we get the chance....but we will not see the opportunity if our lives are so full, so fast...to committed, that we miss the opportunity when it comes along...
