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Being loved by those we find contemptible 
 

I want you to think about those people you find most contemptible, People who it is difficult if not 

impossible to think of with any positive regard. Maybe people from your own personal experience 

who have in some way offended/hurt/betrayed trust. Maybe people from a more generalised group 

perhaps those who use violence to seek to gain their desired end/ be it terrorists/rapists/child 

abusers. I guess all of us would probably include paedophiles in any such list. I ask you think about 

those you despise for a reason – it is only when we truly get in touch with our feelings about such 

individuals and groups of people that we can fully comprehend the impact of that Gospel story. To 

help us do so I want to engage the assistance of Maren C. Tirabassi a Bi-vocational pastor and 

writer, teaching workshops in poetry, memoir, liturgical writing, and journaling--for children and 

adults in a range of social locations. When invited to lead a workshop in prison the initial 

challenging and mildly romantic feeling changed when she discovered she would be teaching 

poetry at a treatment centre for sex offenders, working with men who are paedophiles and rapists.  

 

She says of this experience 

“Long before I arrived at the "trap," with its metal-detector analysis of  my eyeglass frames, shoe 

heels, and under-wire; before my workshop gear of pine cones, seashells, autumn leaves, and onions 

were exposed to maximum-security scrutiny, I went through a Spirit strip search. It unmasked me. I 

suddenly realized that I could be repelled by the thought of another human being. Inside this liberal, 

compassionate, on-the-side-of-the-oppressed poet-pastor, I glimpsed the shadow of lynch-tree. For 

me, sex offenders were Samaritans, those inhabitants of the region between Judah and Galilee 

whose appearances pepper the stories of Jesus. It is difficult to understand the intense hatred of that  

identity for Jesus' audience--as a reality, as a metaphor, as a centuries-old historical division.  

But during the last three-and-a-half years, the God who uses shocking parables to pry open the heart 

has used sex offenders to redefine grace in my life. My visits to the treatment centre have altered 

how I read Scripture stories about Samaritans and rewritten those stories on my heart.  

Referring to the Good Samaritan she says “Sex offenders are the neighbours nobody wants - Yet 

these neighbours in prison, whose true names I cannot list, have tended me through illness, grief, 

loneliness, and loss. Never have I been welcomed with more integrity.”  

             

she continues: 

       

“The ‘high noon at the well’ story (John 4:4-42) has long been a personal favourite. Here, Jesus 

meets a Samaritan woman drawing water. They converse, and Jesus offers her living water. All this 

happens against the background of the disciples' chagrin.  

 

“I have Bible-studied and preached this passage bland over the years. In describing the one to 

whom Jesus offers living water as a woman or as a foreigner, I have distanced myself from the 

shock of this story. I felt able to welcome her as a woman, a foreigner--in open-minded contrast to 

the hostility of Jesus' disciples (toward Samaritans in general and women in particular). Because I 

wanted to identify with this woman and not with her judges, I choose to ignore the verses about her 

notorious deviant sexuality within her cultural context: five husbands, and a lover she hasn't 

married. Similarly, after going to the prison for a couple of years, I unconsciously adopted a mental 
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form of denial: "If I really like these folks, then their dominant characteristic must be that they are  

misunderstood." I quietly did this to protect myself against the painful acknowledgment that the 

men I called my friends were dangerous--deeply damaged by the effects of abuse in their own lives, 

and often not in control of their behaviour.  

 

“Then a savage crime of violence was committed against a treatment-centre employee. It shut down 

educational services for five months. Suddenly, I realized that I didn't need to visualize a woman, a 

vulnerable foreigner, standing at the well with a bucket. I needed to see the inmate who committed 

that crime. I needed to see him run into the village telling the good news.”  

 

Jesus' offer of living water is indiscriminate--offensively indiscriminate. It should offend us. I 

suspect most if not all of us would find it hard to hear good news from people with whom we are 

not always safe, with whom we would not leave our children. Like the disciples, I suspect we are 

shocked to receive good news from people who are not guaranteed "well" or healed. Standing there 

with all their wounds, they remind us that it is precisely because none of us is guaranteed health or 

wholeness that all of us need to go to the well to use that metaphor. 

 

Maren says “one man from my program went to six churches after he was released, asking if he 

could attend worship services. Five pastors turned him away. Only when I can understand how 

those pastors felt will I truly be able to welcome that man in. Only when the Samaritan offends me 

can the Samaritan neighbour me.” 

 

She concludes “the more I let the friends I teach and learn from at the prison be really human, be 

Samaritan, the more I can experience the depth of their gratitude for healing and share the common 

and amazing grace of living water and good news with them. Only when I let them be human can I 

begin to look up at them from my Jericho-road vulnerability and love them--as uncomfortable 

neighbours and as myself.”  

 

So there is the challenge, can we move through our feelings of repulsion/disgust/hurt/fear to at least 

allow the possibility of those we despise/find hard if not impossible to forgive, of allowing the 

possibility of them being a neighbour to us. Of the person who has most wounded us, or the people 

we find most offensive, being the one who acts as neighbour to us, of them being the bearer of 

whatever is needful for our welfare at work, home wherever. Not the recipient of our forgiveness or 

compassion but the one who is the bearer of good news of grace and healing. That grace and 

healing none of us is guaranteed but which is offered freely to all, often coming from where we 

least expect it. As it came from this woman at the well to the people of her community. An outsider, 

alienated from her community until she encounters Jesus and is gifted back her life in that 

community. Make no mistake that is what happens in this encounter. May we be gifted with the 

courage and the wisdom to not only be bearers of Good News to others but also to allow the 

possibility that it may just be the most unlikely (and unwelcome) of people who help us discover 

the living water that gifts us life – that life in all its fullness Jesus makes possible. 

 

_____________________ 

With acknowledgement to an Essay – Samaritan Stories by Maren Tirabassi published in The Other Side – 
From The Other Side Online, 2000 The Other Side, July-August 2000, Vol. 36, No. 4.  


