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When you hear the words eternal life, what do you think of? I think most of us probably think of quantity! Eternal life means living forever, never dying. Surely eternal life needs to be about more than just quantity. It is also about quality. No one really wants to live a mediocre existence forever. If you are going to live forever, you want it to be a rich and fulfilling life. Jesus says, “I have come that [you] may have life, and have it to the full,” John 10:10 (NIV).  What then must you do to have a full life, a fulfilled life? The lawyer knows the answer. If you want a fulfilled life then, `Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind' and `Love your neighbour as yourself.' (Luke 10:27, NIV). The lawyer gets it 100% correct and Jesus tells him so. 

The lawyer wants to make sure exactly where the limits of his legal responsibilities lie. Who qualifies as a neighbour? If you are going to love your neighbour then it is important to know who your neighbour is, and isn’t? It was a very important question in first-century Palestine. The country was full of foreigners, Romans, and others whom many locals regarded as aliens and enemies. Are there some people we are more likely to regard as neighbours than others? Some who are more deserving of our help than others? Are there some people whom we consider to be our enemies? Do they deserve to be helped? Surely, enemies aren’t neighbours deserving of love, are they? Who is my neighbour?
Jesus responds by telling a story about a man who needed a neighbour. 
The lawyer would have pricked his ears up when Jesus mentioned the priest in the parable, because he may have been one. Most of those listening would have had high regard for both priests and Levites whose lives were dedicated to religious service in the temple. These were the people they were supposed to look to as examples of faithful living. The shock in the story is that both the priest and the Levite go to the other side of the road and pass by.

We aren’t told why two supposedly righteous and upstanding people totally ignore a dying man, but we could try to make excuses for them. Country roads were dangerous places. There is a familiar scene often repeated in movies where a person is lying on a remote road pretending to be injured for the sole purpose of hijacking or robbing whoever stops to help. Maybe the priest and Levite were suspicious and afraid. Some people have suggested religious reasons. Maybe touching a dying man would make them ritually impure. Yet when you think about it, how can you justify leaving a person to die?

Then the hero arrives. In the parable, it is a Samaritan. Jews and Samaritans generally did not like each other. In one ancient writing, the following saying is recorded, “He that eats the bread of the Samaritans is like one that eats the flesh of swine.” Pork is an unclean meat, and a Jew is forbidden to eat it. For many of those listening to the parable, Samaritans are regarded as being no better than pigs.  Surely nothing good can come from a Samaritan.

There is one major difference between the Samaritan and the two people that passed by. The difference comes from the place where all thoughts and actions spring. In biblical times this place is called the heart. The centre of all physical, emotional, intellectual, and moral activity. Today we know that the brain is where these activities originate even though most people still speak of the heart in the same way. Jesus says, ‘The good person out of the good treasure of the heart produces good, and the evil person out of evil treasure produces evil’ (Luke 6:45 NRSV). The Samaritan has an essential ingredient in his heart that appears to be lacking in the hearts of those who walk by. It is called compassion!

The Greek word for compassion comes from a word that means inner organs or bowels. Compassion is that feeling you get in the pit of your stomach when you see another human being in desperate need of help. The Samaritan had such compassion for the person who had been robbed, stripped, beaten and left half-dead, that he simply had to show mercy and help in any way he could. 
At the end of the parable Jesus asks, ‘Which of these three do you think was a neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?’ (vs 36). Have you noticed? Jesus has turned the question upside down. The question is no longer who is my neighbour, but what does it mean to be a neighbour?
The lawyer wanted to have a set of rules to follow to work out who his neighbour was so that he could keep a law that said, ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ Jesus revealed that being a neighbour is not about keeping rules but about what is going on inside your heart and mind. A neighbour is someone whose compassion drives them to mercy. The Samaritan’s compassion drove him to mercy! He didn’t pre-judge the person in the ditch. He wasn’t held back by questions such as, “Is this a drunk, is this a criminal, is this an enemy, am I in danger? He saw the situation, got that feeling in the pit of his stomach that he had to do something, and acted. He gave up his time, and even his money. He did everything possible to restore the man in need. 

If only we could be sure to always have a neighbour like that to look out for us!

The good news is that we do. We have a good neighbour who can and does take care of us. Not only our physical needs but more importantly our spiritual needs. A compassionate neighbour who heals our wounded hearts and souls. Jesus is that merciful neighbour. Jesus is compassion and mercy in the flesh. He was continually motivated by compassion. He had compassion on the sick (Matt 14:14), and the blind (Matt 20:34) and he healed them. He had compassion for the hungry and he fed 5000 of them (Matt 14:32).  Jesus had compassion for the people who were like sheep without a shepherd so he taught them (Mark 6:34). 
Jesus has compassion for all people. He sees our wounded hearts and souls and binds them up with love and forgiveness. He offers you all you need to restore your soul. With compassion and mercy, Jesus offers his life to you. Through the Spirit, he softens hard, judgemental, and fearful hearts and replaces them bit by bit with hearts full of compassion and mercy. This is his neighbourly gift to you.

What must you do to have a fulfilling life? Take your eyes off yourself and focus your attention on God and his love for you. Fix your eyes on Jesus and experience his compassion and mercy. Be transformed more and more into his image. Be transformed more and more into a good neighbour, always ready to respond with compassion to whomever in need crosses your path. Amen. 
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