Luke 10:25-37. Quality of Relationships.
Intro: One of the most striking things about relationships today is that so much happens on line. Why is it that Facebook has become so popular. Well, as one joker put it, it is the only place where you can talk to a wall and not be considered wierd! People are crying out for community. Western culture has become very individualistic and the sense of being part of a community is increasingly rare. Family breakdown is endemic (around two million families in the UK – almost a quarter of all families with children – are headed by a single parent), and people are often looking for another family to compensate for the loss of their first one. We also have an ageing society, and there are huge levels of isolation among older people; half of those aged 75 or over live alone, and many older people consider the TV as their main source of company. Most people live in towns and cities, and urban life is very transitory – people are following jobs, often having to move or commute long distances; so they are looking for regular contact with people and opportunities to make friends. Partly as a result of this, online social networking sites such as Facebook have exploded in popularity. This has had some positive results (I have renewed contact with an old school friend through Facebook) but I wonder how many of the friendships made through Facebook are weak and superficial, more ‘virtual’ than real? 

So how can we create and maintain a real, caring, God-centred community? How can we love God with all our heart, soul, mind and strength and love our neighbour as ourself? Jesus answered that question by telling a story...

The Good Samaritan: This road from Jerusalem to Jericho is 17 miles of narrow, rocky passes and sudden turnings; notorious for bandits and robbers. So this man travelling alone is easy meat for a gang of robbers who rob him and leave him for dead. But help is at hand – here comes a Priest. Now some people excuse the Priest because if the man were dead and he touched him he would have been ceremonially unclean for a week, so he might have lost his next turn of duty at the Temple. So what! Surely helping some-one who was half-dead was more important than that. Some-one else could have taken his turn. Anyway, he gives the wounded man a wide berth and carries on. 
Don’t worry, here comes some-one else, a Levite, one of the people responsible for the upkeep of the Temple, who helped the Priests. Wait a minute – he passes by on the other side as well. What’s going on here? Maybe he was afraid that it was an ambush. Maybe he was going on to get help, but in that case he would at least have gone up to the injured man to see what was wrong with him. No, he doesn’t have much excuse either! 
Now here comes some-one else. Maybe it’ll be third time lucky for this poor man. Actually, as he comes closer you can tell from the way he’s dressed that he’s a Samaritan, away from home territory, so he’s unlikely to help a Jew, injured or not. But hold on a minute, he’s gone over to him. Now he’s tearing up his spare shirt and using the strips to bandage his wounds; he’s pouring on some oil and wine to prevent the wounds getting infected; and now he’s very gently putting the man across his donkey to take him to the nearest inn where he can be nursed back to health.
In today’s terms, what the Samaritan did was a bit like a Rangers fan going to help an injured Celtic fan in a Catholic area of Glasgow after an Old Firm game. It was a surprising and sacrificial thing to do. We tend to think of a neighbour as the person who lives next door, who we may or may not be friendly with. In Jesus’ story, the neighbour is simply some-one we come across who needs our help, wherever they live, whatever their race or background. 
And the stranger in the story is an example of the way that God calls us to love our neighbour. Firstly, the Samaritan is moved to compassion; the word uses to describe his feelings is the same word that described how Jesus felt when he came across a widow in a town called Nain, who was about to bury her only son (Luke 7:11-17). Secondly, he does something about it; just as Jesus was moved to do all he could to help, so did he. What does this have to say to us today about how to develop high quality relationships and build community?

It starts with our own love for God and keeping our relationship with him fresh and real. And the main way we do that, as we were hearing from Graham last week, is through prayer. I’m not a natural contemplative, in fact I’m too much of an activist for my own good (ask my wife!), but one thing I’ve discovered is that God prompts me and guides me and changes me most radically through those times when I am still in his presence and wait. And as we wait on God, who is love, to touch us, he changes the way that we deal with other people so that it becomes more caring and understanding. I wonder whether, as you have grown as a Christian, some-one who has known you for a long time says, ‘My goodness, you are so much more patient!’ That’s a sign that Christ who dwells in you is producing the fruit of the Spirit in your character, so that you become less self-centred and more open to seeing Christ in others.

As we receive the love of God we become more able to love ourselves, because we see more clearly that we are precious children of a God who made us and has a plan and a purpose for us. We also become more able to love those we don’t know or who are not like us, because we recognise that although we were once strangers to God and far from him, he now counts us as friends. The other day, Graham was on the ‘phone for a chat and after a while he said, ‘You know, Alan, but for God, we would probably never have been friends!’ And that’s true for many of us. God brings together people who normally wouldn’t be seen together; whether their favourite habitat is the golf club or a night club, they move in different circles and tend to view each other with suspicion, if not with outright hostility. God loves to break down barriers of prejudice and suspicion; it’s a sign of his Kingdom breaking in.

Last week, I sat down to watch a DVD with Wendy, Julia and one of Julia’s friends. It was called ‘Blindside’. I don’t know how many of you have seen it, but it probably wouldn’t be first choice for the Men’s Film and Curry Night, so I thought I’d read The Week at the same time to cover my bets. After a while, I was drawn in and stopped reading. It is based on a true story about a young black man called Michael Oher, with fantastic athletic ability but an abysmal academic record who is accepted by a Christian School and is befriended by a little boy called SJ Tuohy. After a late night Thanksgiving school play, the Tuohy family are driving home and see Big Mike walking along the road in the rain, shivering with cold, and find out that he was going to spend the night outside the school gym, so Mrs Tuohy takes him in for the night. He stays on, and soon becomes one of the family. 
As we get to know Big Mike we find out that he was separated from his drug-addict mother and the rest of his family when he was seven. When Leigh Anne Tuohy finds him a bedroom in their huge and luxurious house, he says, ‘I’ve never had one of those before’. She thinks he means that he’s never had a bedroom of his own. When she realises he means that he’s never had a bed before, she’s so overwhelmed she has to leave the room. It’s a story of success against the odds, because Michael Oher becomes a big American Football star. More importantly for me, it is a story of how compassionate love overcomes prejudice and is genuinely healing and life-giving for both the giver and the receiver of that love. In fact, the giver ends up receiving the most from the exchange. In many ways, it’s a retelling of the Good Samaritan.
So how can we, as Christians and a Church Community put this into practice? Here are three suggestions:

By welcoming the stranger: Apparently most people decide within the first five minutes whether they are going to go back to the same church and they make that decision not on the basis of the music or even the sermon (thank goodness!) but on whether they think they are going to make friends. As I said at the start, many people today are looking for a community to belong to. So when the single mum or the elderly person who lives alone or some-one who’s struggling in their job ventures through the door, I pray that, as well as being aware of God being among us, they will find not just friendliness but friends who offer unconditional acceptance and help when it is needed.

By joining a home group: There was a very good article in the recent New Wine magazine called ‘The humble house group’. The writer, who admits that his small group is a motley crew, says, ‘I’ve come to appreciate a number of things about small groups over the last year: they are unsexy, unglamorous, undramatic, artificial, lame, banal and absolutely awesome’.

He describes his small group as providing a ‘home’, especially for misfits, the shy and the lonely; a ‘hospital’ in which people gradually find healing and restoration; and a ‘school’ in which people ‘debate and thrash out what it means to follow Jesus in our moment and in our context’. He also mentions the way in which his small group has started to serve the local community, which leads me on to my third suggestion:
By serving and loving our local community: This happens most naturally at an individual level. The way we treat others within the church community should link directly to the way we treat our classmates at school, our colleagues at work and our friends at the golf club or the night club. Avoiding cliques, walking away when there’s gossip rather than adding to it, going out to befriend the person who’s on the edge and everyone else regards as an irritating misfit. 
More generally, as a church and as members of home groups, are we asking God to give us opportunities to serve and to be involved, and taking those opportunities? Whether it’s taking Alpha into Haverigg, babysitting for a single parent so that they can get out, or whatever it might be. I hope that our 900th anniversary celebrations will be a part of our involvement with our community as well as a way to give thanks to God.  In the end, our friends and colleagues and other members of the community will judge us less by the beliefs we hold than by the life we live.
Conc: We can more easily love our neighbour as much as ourselves if we love God more than ourselves. So I’m going to end with a short reflection from CMS Daily Prayer: ‘Our journey together has shown us that: the Father is revealed, Christ made known, and the Spirit encountered when... Hospitality is given and received; Strangers are welcomed; Boundaries are crossed; Lives are lived simply; Stories are told; Creation is valued; Society is transformed; Grace is realised; Community is lived; God is honoured.’
