Luke 10:25-37
I think State Farm Insurance is on to something.  At least with their advertisements.  Like a good neighbor, State Farm is there.  You may or may not like the services of State Farm Insurance, but their slogan feels good.  Like a good neighbor.  Be good neighbor.  Let’s be neighborly…

We seem to understand this, don’t we?  Or do we?  What is a good neighbor?  You’re nice to each other, you share a few things now and then.  You know, like a good neighbor.  You try to keep the noise down, you do your best to get rid of your dandelions – because of those annoying seeds, you know.  Keep the dogs from barking too much.  Be a good neighbor.  

Have you noticed that being a good neighbor today is more about doing our best to not bother one another?  Yeah sure, they’re great neighbors – they keep to themselves, never give us any trouble, they never complain, and they take care of their yard.  That’s a good neighbor.

And so this fellow in our gospel lesson asks, who is my neighbor?  Luke makes it clear that this question, “who is my neighbor?” is filled with mixed motives.  Wanting to justify himself – in other words, there’s more to this question than meets the ear.  As if he is asking, surely you don’t expect everyone to be my neighbor, right?  Only some are my neighbors, right?  I can choose, right?

OK, how did we get here?  Remember, earlier, this man approached Jesus with an important question, "Teacher," he asked, "what must I do to inherit eternal life?"  Surely this is a good question.  But even the best question is useless if you don’t really want to know the answer.  So, Jesus answers for all of us – just in case we do want to know.  We call it the great commandment, which is interesting since there are two – joined together.  Jesus borrows from their Law – from Deuteronomy: Love God with everything you have, and from Leviticus:  Love your neighbor as yourself – as if the two cannot exist apart.  And they cannot.  
And he says:  Do this love, and you will live.  Well, there you have it.  Simple enough.  Do this and you will live, you will enjoy eternal life.  Sermon over.  Go home, and do this.

Standing in for all of the rest of us, the man prefers a little wiggle room.  We should be relieved.  He’s trying to help us out.  He’s asking what we all ask.  Do I really need to love everyone?  So, Jesus, tell me, which ones out there are really my neighbors, and which ones can I ignore?  After all, I can’t love everyone, right?  Let’s be practical.  There’s only so much time and money, only so much love to go around.
And so, we are introduced to the Samaritan, by way of the injured man, and by way of those two religious type characters.  The question is this – When it comes to love, who is my neighbor?  Like a good rabbi – Jesus answers with this comparison.  You can be like the two religious types, or you can be like this Samaritan.  The message is clear.  I won’t insult you by repeating the point over and over.  Because, lets be honest -- we don’t have a problem ​understanding this story or its meaning.  We only have a problem doing it.

Twice in this gospel lesson Jesus says:  Do this.  Just do it.  Our struggle is not in understanding that we should love radically, or even how.  The lesson is clear.  We love radically by going out of our way, by letting the needs of others inconvenience us.  We love radically by following the example of Jesus – which is never convenient, and always places the needs of others before our own.  This is clear.

So, what is our struggle?  In fact, the simplicity of Jesus’ encouragement frustrates us.  Go and do this.  Do this and you will live.  Jesus seems to be obsessed with doing.  But think about it.  Can you imagine if God sat way up there, never budged, as if he was shouting down at us from up there – Hey, I love you really.  Trust me on this.  No really, believe me, I love you – my words ought to be enough for you.  
But God knows words are never enough.  There is something theologically and practically essential about the action of love – beyond the words – and so we received the action.  Jesus did the action of giving his life for you and for me and for the world.  And so, we know of this intuitively, in our own relationships.  Words are cheap.  

Psychotherapist, the late M. Scott Peck, in his The Road Less Traveled bemoans what he describes as a very superficial understanding of love in today’s culture – one that focuses on falling in love – and all of those feelings -- and romance -- more than the hard, intentional, and risky work of doing love.  Action.  In fact, Peck described true love for one another not as a feeling, but as a serious discipline.  But this is not a new thing.  Peck is borrowing from Scripture.  John in the letter we read earlier helps us see this -- Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.  Dear children, let us not love with words or promises, or even good intentions.  Let us not shout from a distance, but if you want to be a real neighbor, you must act.  Go and do.
Fred Craddock tells a story about a pastor in Atlanta who was called to a local hospital to see a young man in his early twenties, who was dying of AIDS.  The pastor learned that the young man had no church connection, but someone mentioned that he had relatives somewhere who once were members of his church, so the minister went on to the visit.  By the time he arrived the young man was nearly dead – barely gasping for breath.  But, when he got there, he stood outside the man’s room, and asked the nurse to hold open the door.  He stood at the doorway, and shouted a prayer toward the dying man.  Then he left.  
It didn’t take long for this strange behavior to circulate around the hospital.  Another minister in Atlanta heard about it and rushed to the young man’s room.  She entered the room, went over to the bed, pulled up a chair.  She cradled his head with her arm, she sang, she quoted Scripture, she prayed, sang more, prayed more.  And he died.  Some of her friends later asked her, “Weren’t you afraid?  He had AIDS!”  And she replied, “Of course I was scared.  I bet I bathed sixty times that night!”  “But why then did you do it?” they asked.  She told them, “I just imagined if Jesus had gotten the call.  What would Jesus do?  I had to go.”     

Dear children, let us not love with words, but with actions and in truth.  And this sets us apart.  We are different – precisely because we love differently.  We choose our neighbors differently – not in the way everyone else loves, not in the way everyone else chooses their neighbors.  But like that radical Samaritan – we are set apart even from the traditional religious forms of love that prefer self-protection over radical love.  Sometimes it takes an outsider to show us.

Does this kind of love come naturally?  I don’t think so.  I think John starts us off right – at the beginning of Chapter 3.  How can we possibly do this – so much?  John tells us that it all starts with God’s love for us – lavished on us.  Poured out on us – until it overflows.  We love because God first loved us – and that changes us!  “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are!  The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him.”  And it sets us apart – we are now God’s children.  So much does God’s love for us change us that the rest of the world might not even recognize us.  Imagine that.  Being so different in the way we love one another that the rest of the world doesn’t recognize who we are, or what we do, or why.  Like how we love one another.  Radical.  So radical in the way we love that others don’t even understand – even some of those religious folks.
So this Samaritan – one who is rejected, a half-breed from the other side, not the traditional sort – he sets the standard for us.  The others, they avoid.  The others, they do not want to be inconvenienced.  It is the Samaritan who gets involved and loves radically – by taking a risk, with his time, with his money, and his commitment.  And Jesus says – go and do likewise.  It is that simple.  Like a good neighbor.  Radical love.                                              
The Lord be with you.
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