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“The Good Samaritan” — July 10, 2016
Luke 10:25–37
25 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 26He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27He answered, “You shall 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 your neighbor as yourself.” 28And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”

29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 30Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. 31Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a Samaritan while travelling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, “Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.” 36Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”

I want us to notice that the lawyer who asks this question of Jesus seems to have a good grasp on the spiritual essence of the law: the love of God and of neighbor. Jesus says “you have given the right answer; do this, and you will live” (Luke 10:28). The problem . . . is in the doing, when it proves inconvenient. So when the lawyer nit-picks and asks “who is my neighbor,” Jesus tells a story that shows how it can be inconvenient for some religious people to practice love. Jesus invents this story, but the road from Jericho to Jerusalem was very real and dangerous, with bandits sometimes in waiting. 
In the story, a man is beaten, robbed, and left bleeding by the road. A priest happens by, and he quickly crosses the road to avoid the injured man. A Levite comes by and he does the same. It may be that they are worried about ritual impurity. In Jewish culture, anyone who touches blood incurs impurity, and has to undergo purification rites before they can resume working in the temple. 

That’s the inconvenience: helping the man would interrupt their religious work in the temple, which they value above all else. They are too fussy and religiously proper to allow any delay. 

What a great lesson this is! What a warning to religious professionals not to be wrapped up in their ritual role, to the neglect of compassion and goodness of heart. But it is also a lesson to nationalists, not to be contemptuous of the foreigner.

The Samaritans were despised by the Jews. Samaritans were a half-Hebrew people who shared the same religious traditions as the Jews. They observed the law of Moses, they worshiped the one God, but centuries earlier, they had been forced to live beside Gentiles. It was eight centuries earlier that the Assyrian empire imported Gentile populations to dwell in Samaria, in an attempt to discourage nationalist uprisings. Over time, as people will do, the Hebrews of Samaria intermarried with these Gentiles. Now in the eyes of the Jews, the Samaritans were not ethnically pure. The hostility between Jews and Samaritans is of the kind that only develops between communities that are very closely related. We see this today in the hatred between Sunni Muslims and Shiite Muslims; for many years we saw it in the conflict between two Irish Christian communities. This is a human problem, not one that is restricted to certain kinds of people—those people. No, it is often we people who have these prejudices.

Well, the lawyer could brilliantly summarize the law’s teachings on love, but he could not get over his ethnic prejudice. He recognizes Jesus’ lesson about neighborliness, but he cannot give the full answer to Jesus’ question, “which of these three was a neighbor to the man?” The answer should be “the Samaritan,” but the lawyer cannot bring himself to utter that word. He just says “the one who showed him mercy.” His ethnic prejudice remains intact.

Jesus hammers home the lesson that true neighborliness has nothing to do with outward religiosity or with nationality. It is solely a question of doing good. The true neighbor was the Samaritan who “was moved with pity” (10:33). This same principle applies in becoming a member of Jesus’ family: nationality is irrelevant; all are eligible; anyone can enter—even the supposed outsider, whoever may be the Samaritan in our day and age.

Anyone who has been told he or she is not good enough, whether because of race or nationality or for some other reason, now has the same access to God that is had by a person of the supposedly right race or nationality, or the right style or look, or the right set of friends, or the right social skills or popularity. God is no respecter of nationalities, looks, alliances, or popularities. Jesus has overthrown the walls of prejudice, and opened the doors for all. If you are motivated to do the will of God, you’re good enough for this family—the family of God! 

The test of true neighborliness is what one does, not what one believes. “Go and do likewise,” Jesus said. To be effective servers of others, we need to train ourselves to be sensitive to human need. This does not mean we need to be naïve or devoid of powers of judgment, when it comes to giving. It does mean that we should become sensitive to the spiritual needs of others.

The one who was really good at it was Jesus! He built up the courage and self-respect of those to whom he ministered. As Francis Greenwood Peabody wrote: “The aim of charity is to give, not only comfort, but power” (Jesus Christ and the Social Question, 262). Jesus empowered people to access their own inner strengths and to have courage. Now, we don’t know if the Samaritan did that. That’s not the point of this particular story, but he certainly must have made the man feel valued.

So, what can we do today to be good Samaritans? Can you think of some good that you could do? If someone needs help, can you offer it? Can you pass the good Samaritan test, a test of doing good, not just believing good things, or intending good? Can you stand up for someone who is being bullied? Can you encourage someone who is downcast? Do you have the courage to face the tests of life? If you do, your very presence can give courage to others.

Sometimes the best service we can give is to just be present, warmly and intimately. Then we are showing a calm and loving presence, and that is the beginning of community.
