
Unexpected God

Amos 7:7-17; Psalm 82; Colossians 1:1-14; Luke 10:25-37

Let me begin with an assertion. If you have ever wondered why a good person like Jesus

Christ was crucified, here’s the reason: Jesus Christ was not the God we expected, not even the God

we wanted. He didn’t look like we thought God must look if God were to be worthy of our worship.

It appears from the Gospels that lots of people encountered Jesus and didn’t say, “He looks

just like God looks. He acts just the way I expect God to act.”

No, more typically they said, “That poor homeless rabbi can’t be the Messiah. He doesn’t fulfill

any of our messianic hopes. Not him!”

Which brings me to today’s Gospel:

“Teacher . . . what must I do to gain eternal life?” demands the lawyer (Luke 10:25 CEB).

“Simple. Love God with everything you’ve got and your neighbour as yourself,” replies Jesus.

“And who is my neighbour?” he persists (10:29 CEB), implying that “love” is easy and

“neighbour” is not. If I can figure out who my neighbour is, carefully differentiating between those who

are worthy of my neighbourliness and those who are not, I will love my neighbour. Jesus, tell me,

what is the latest trend in neighbours? Frederick Buechner in reflecting on the lawyer’s question says:

“He wanted a legal definition he could refer to in case the question of loving one ever happened to

come up. He presumably wanted something on the order of: “A neighbour (hereinafter referred to as

the party of the first part) is construed as meaning a person of Jewish descent whose legal residence

is within a radius of no more than three statute miles from one’s own legal residence unless there is

another person of Jewish descent (hereinafter to be referred to as the party of the second part) living

closer to the party of the first part than one is oneself, in which case the party of the second part is to

be construed as neighbour to the party of the first part and one is onself relieved of all responsibility
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of any sort or kind whatsoever.”

Instead Jesus answers, as he so often does, with a story. I bet that you’ve heard this one

before. But I pray that you might hear it as if for the first time during my sermon.

A man on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho gets beaten up and left half-dead in the ditch by

robbers. There he lies, dying, hurting, forsaken. Down the road comes a priest. (The crowd

surrounding Jesus perks up.) But the priest, rather than helping, passes by on the other side. (The

crowd loves it. “Go get ’em, Jesus. We are sick and tired of these money-grabbing, self-righteous TV

preachers from the Southern U.S. Sock it to ’em.” The mob is always anticlerical.)

Then, down the road comes a Levite, a lay leader from First Church Jerusalem. He passes by

on the other side. (“Great!” says the crowd. “Those Levites who sit on the front pew every Sunday

and act so damn pious. They think they own the church just because they’re the top ten tithers. Go

get ’em, Jesus!”) 

There lies the man in the ditch, helpless, completely dependent on another to save him. He

hears more footsteps coming toward him. The sun beats down. He knows he’s lost a lot of blood.

This may be his last hope. He opens his eyes, blurred by loss of blood, and sees coming toward

him—a humble, sincere, religious, but not showy, ordinary United Church person like you. No. He

sees . . . a Samaritan!

“No, not a Samaritan!” the crowd protests. “We Israelite insiders hate Samaritans—racial

mixers, heretics, rumoured to be collaborators with the Roman overlords. We would wade through

the Jordan just to avoid meeting them on the same road.” (Remember back in Luke 9:54? James and

John want to call down fire on the Samaritans.) “A Samaritan! I’d rather die than to be saved by the

likes of you!”

And you know the story. The Samaritan stops, risks his life (after all, the bandits who put the
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man in the ditch could still be lurking in the shadows, waiting to make another a victim), rips up his

expensive suit in order to make bandages, bandages the man’s bloody wounds, puts him in his

Beamer, takes him to the inn, and pays for everything, leaves his credit card number, telling the

innkeeper to look after him and he will foot the bill, no matter the cost. 

It’s not that the priest and the Levite were bad. They are identified as full time religionists,

deeply pious people. An important function of religion is to enable us to make distinctions between

the innocent and the guilty, the victim and the oppressor, the deserving and the undeserving poor. 

You can’t help everyone in need. You don’t know how the man in the ditch contributed to his

plight. Above all, he’s not your problem. You’ve got your hands full looking after family and friends.

Doesn’t charity begin at home? There must be limits. It’s just too dangerous to stop on an interstate

these days. It’s illegal to pick up hitchhikers. You have no medical training.

We like to think of the Samaritan as a decent sort of fellow—like us. He writes a check to

United Way, gives a pint of blood to the Red Cross, or spends an hour a week as a volunteer at the

public school. But these are all things we can afford, gifts without risk—an hour a week, $25 a year, a

pint of blood are all things we can easily do without. Our giving therefore tends to be another form of

self-love, a shrewd and cautious way of making ourselves look good. 

“Take care of him,” the Samaritan tells the innkeeper, “and when I return, I will pay you back

for any additional costs” (10:35 CEB).

Jesus asks, “Now, think clearly, Mr. Would-Be Theologian, who of the three was the

neighbour?” 

“Wait,” says the lawyer. “I asked you who is my neighbour, whom should I love as I love

myself?” 

The odd thing is that Jesus reverses the lawyer’s question. Not “How can I be a neighbour to
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strangers?” but “Which stranger is neighbour to me?” Which of these three—the good priest, the

well-known Levite, the despised Samaritan—was a neighbour to the wounded man in the ditch?

Which of these three should the wounded man love as much as he loves himself? Not “To whom

should I be a neighbour?” but “Who is a neighbour to me?”

And the layer begrudgingly replies, “I suppose it was the one who had compassion. The

Samaritan.”

You must put yourself in the right place. With Saint Augustine, I doubt this is a story about a

victimized man in a ditch to whom we strong ones are to be charitable; it’s a story about three people

who came down a road one day and only one was a neighbour—and that neighbour is a despised

Samaritan. 

We’d rather die than to be the recipients of  this sort of neighbourliness. 

The lawyer wanted to justify himself, to know what requirements he had to meet in order to

make himself right with God, to be sure he was on the right side in regard to love of God and

neighbour. Yet he is confronted not by a poor wounded man in a ditch who deserves his good deeds

but by the anything-but-poor Samaritan—the despised, rejected, disgusting Other. The lawyer

wondered who was dependent on him only to be cast by Jesus into a position of need and

dependency upon another who must take risks, make sacrifices, and dare to minister to him.

Surprise, the Other is the neighbour whom, before Jesus told the story, the lawyer saw as enemy.

Three people passed by—a preacher who looks like me, then a committed layperson who

looks like you (let’s face it, you’ve really got to be committed to be here in church in the middle of

summer!), and the only one of the three who stopped was: a member of ISIS; a card-carrying, gun-

control-fighting member of the NRA; a homophobic despiser of LGBTQ people. Fill in whomever you

most fear and despise: some Samaritan. 
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And we, though we are down in the ditch and near our end, responded in unison: “W e’d rather

die than be saved by the likes of you.”

So once again we are surprised that, as in so many of Jesus’ other parables, this is not first of

all a story about us and what we resourceful, gifted ones must do to show a little hospitality to those

less fortunate than ourselves. It’s a story about the strange God whom we didn’t expect, didn’t even

want to save us, the God who sometimes saves us through people we can’t stand. It’s not a story

about how we can save ourselves by doing this or that good deed; it’s a story of the strange way

Jesus saves.

But the story is not about to whom are we to be neighbours. Jesus makes it a story about who

is a neighbour to us. Who is that Other coming toward me, the scary Other whom I fear, or the

despised Other who just might save me if I were to risk embrace?

Remember, this argument with the lawyer is preceded by the charge, “this one (this Jesus)

receives sinners and eats with them!” This one—Jesus—welcomes prodigal sons, forgives

adulterous women, and admits thieves into paradise. This one claims that God’s sun shines on the

good and the bad. “Father, forgive them,” he prayed even as we tortured him to death. This one then

returns in resurrection to the very ones (us) who betrayed and forsook him. This one loves

relentlessly, risks reaching out, reaching down—making even our most extravagant acts of charity

look miserly. 

The despised, offensive Samaritan Other who saves is Christ.

We are dying in the ditch, proud and alone. Our unexpected neighbour is the one whose love

is so extravagant that it saves. Here is a story not about the difficulty we good ones face in deciding

who deserves a little of our neighbourliness, but the difficulty we all have in seeing this despised

stranger, this Other, Jesus, as neighbour to us all.
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The lawyer’s question—who is my neighbour whom I ought to love as much as myself?—is

answered. It’s this despised Samaritan-like saviour who, though he was God, risked all, stooped

down, washed feet, healed, spread out his arms toward us in embrace, and died. Our problem is not

only that we don’t know who are our neighbours; we don’t know who is our God.

A fellow member of the clergy told about woman who prayed to Christ to heal her of a

debilitating and sometimes quite painful illness. For years she prayed the same prayer. As her

pastor, he prayed with her, seeking divine, miraculous healing for her.

“She did not receive the healing for which she prayed. However, she received that which she

thought she was beyond receiving. She became a foster parent, even in her illness, even in her pain.

She became a mother for a little girl whose mother was unable to care for her.

“Sometimes God’s answer to our prayer is not exactly ‘no,’ but it’s not the answer we thought

we had to have,” she explained to me. “Sometimes God gives us not what we thought we had to

have but what God knows we need. It’s quite a challenge when God comes to you but not in the way

you thought you had to have God.”

I really believe that’s why we are here this morning. We have been met by the God we didn’t

expect. All of us in our plight have been saved by a saviour who reached down into whatever ditch

you lay in, bound up your wounds, restored you to health, and joined himself in neighborliness to you,

maybe not coming to you as the God you expected, the God you thought you just had to have, but

rather God as the God you didn’t expect. Thanks be to God! Amen.
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