
Sunday, July 10, 2022 

Grace and Peace be to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen 

Much of what I say today is based on a chapter in the book, “Short Stories by Jesus,” written by 

Amy-Jill Levine. 

(Her name is likely familiar to you as her works have been used in Sunday school and 

elsewhere.) 

If you don’t have a copy of this book, I suggest you add it to your library. It offers new and 

exciting insights on many of the parables of Jesus. 

In the English-speaking world the term “good Samaritan” is synonymous with charitable do-

gooders. Hospitals with the name “Samaritan” appear throughout the U. S. The “Samaritans” is 

a national charity in the UK and other countries in Europe with branches in the U. S. and is 

dedicated to suicide prevention. 

Samaritan Purse is a “non-denominational” evangelical Christian organization providing 

spiritual and physical aid to hurting people around the world. 

The interpretation of the parable today is generally good news. After all, what’s not to like 

about helping the stranger and being charitable toward others? However, that is not the 

message a 1st C. Jewish audience would have heard. They truly didn’t need a parable to tell 

them to care for others, they were already commanded to love both neighbor and stranger. 

The parable for them would not have been about looking after a fellow human being, and the 

parable is not an answer to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” Amy Jill Levine says, “It is 

more provocative than that.” 

 She goes on to ask, “What happens when we strip away 2000 years of usually benevolent and 

well-intended domestication and hear the parable as a 1st C. short story spoken by one Jew to 

other Jews?” 

As the parable begins the lawyer is a prominent figure. For Jesus’ Jewish audience, lawyers 

would likely have been positive figures and their connection to the Torah a good thing. Luke, of 

course, has the lawyer calling Jesus “teacher” and that suggests that the lawyer does not fully 

understand or respect who Jesus really is. 

As the lawyer asks, "What must I do to inherit eternal life?” we understand that question to be 

a test or a trick question. His question presumes eternal life is a commodity to be inherited or 

purchased on the basis of a practical action rather than a gift freely given. Remember that most 

of the 1st C. Jews already believed in resurrection or eternal life. 

The lawyer cites the Torah as does Jesus. And Jesus’ point if not that following the 

commandments “earns” the lawyer a spot in heaven. Jews followed the Torah (the law) in 



response to the gracious gift of the covenant that God gave them, because to do so prevented 

sin and because to do so showed how love of God and love of neighbor were to be manifested. 

The lawyer wants Jesus to acknowledge that he is fully righteous. Jesus, however, says that 

there is still one thing lacking. “Sell all that you own and distribute the money to the poor, and 

you will have treasure in heaven, then come follow me.” The lawyer then becomes sad.  

How far off base was the lawyer? He thinks in terms of a single action rather than a life of 

righteousness. He thinks “eternal life” as a commodity to be inherited or acquired rather than a 

gift freely given. He focuses on eternal life – his own salvation – when he should be focused on 

loving God and neighbor, honoring parents, etc. 

Jesus of course, in typical Jewish fashion, answers a question with a question. 

In the parable the lawyer’s question is misguided. To ask, “Who is my neighbor” is a polite way 

of asking, “Who is not my neighbor?” or “Who does not deserve my love?” or “Who can I 

hate?” Then Jesus gives us, “No one.” Everyone deserves that love – local or alien, Jew or 

gentile, terrorist or rapist, everyone. 

The person who was harmed is not identified. He could be rich or poor, free or slave, priest or 

lay, nice or naughty. The man is “some man” or everyone.  

Again, the parable says nothing about the man’s position at the time of the attack. The fellow in 

the ditch is just a fellow, a victim of a violent crime. Period. 

And the robbers are “roving terrorists staging their own form of protest against various types of 

official and unofficial exploitation of the poor.” 

The traveler is stripped, beaten, and left for dead in a ditch. He is robbed not only of his 

possessions, but also his dignity, his health, and almost his life. 

Listeners identifying with him, can only hope that rescue will come. And because they identify 

with him, their question becomes our question – who will help me? 

We know that the priest and the Levite refuse to come to the aid of the man in the ditch. Amy 

Jill Levine says this – “The best explanation I’ve heard for the refusal of the priest and the Levite 

to come to the aid of the man in the ditch comes from Martin Luther King, Jr., who preached “I 

am going to tell you what my imagination tells me. It’s possible that these men were 

afraid….And so the first question of the priest and Levite asked was “If I stop to help this man, 

what will happen to me?” But then the Samaritan came by, and he reversed the question – “If I 

do not stop to help this man, what will happen to me?”  

Whatever the motives of the priest and Levite, they like the lawyer, thought only about 

themselves, not about the man in the ditch. 



For Jesus’ audience the third person in this story is obvious. Mention a priest and a Levite, and 

anyone who knows anything about Judaism will know that the third person is an Israelite. 

However, Jesus is telling a parable and of course parables never go the way one expects. 

Instead of the anticipated Israelite, the person who stops to help is a Samaritan. For us, this 

would be like going from Larry and Moe to Osama bin Laden. 

As the parable turns to the good Samaritan, its structure changes. Now the text lavishes 

attention on the Samaritan’s actions.  

The priest and the Levite go out of their way to distance themselves from the victim, the 

Samaritan literally “goes up to him” and shows him “compassion.” 

In a number of settings, the parable serves as a warning against prejudice; for example, the two 

who walk by are a pastor and a choir director, while the Samaritan is a gay man, an illegal 

immigrant, a person on parole, or any other victim of bigotry. The point here is that “we” 

sometimes fail in our obligations to help, and that “we” too should “have compassion” on those 

who are mistreated. 

In the ditch, Jewish listeners might balk at the idea of receiving Samaritan aid. They might have 

thought, “I’d rather die than acknowledge that one from that group saved me.” 

We find that the Samaritan is not a social victim. He has money, freedom to travel, the ability to 

find lodging, and some leverage with the innkeeper. Originally the parable is not about the type 

of prejudice that creates people on the margins; it is about hatred between groups who have 

similar resources. 

We also learn from the Samaritan that the sense of loving neighbor means continual action, not 

something to check off the to-do list. 

The lawyer asked Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?” The issue for Jesus is not “who” but “what,” not 

the identity but the action. The lawyer is unable even to voice the hatred name Samaritan. 

The parable speaks about compassion, but the lawyer read this action as one of mercy. 

Compassion can be felt in the gut; but mercy needs to be enacted with the body. 

For the lawyer and Luke’s readers, the Samaritan does what God does. The divine is manifested 

only through actions. Therefore, Jesus responds to the lawyer’s observation with an imperative 

– “Go and you do likewise.” Loving God and loving neighbor cannot exist in the abstract, they 

need to be enacted. 

This parable is one that makes an almost perfect translation to today’s situation. All we need to 

do is update the identity of the figures. For example: I am an Israeli Jew on my way from 

Jerusalem to Jericho, and I am attacked by thieves, beaten, stripped, robbed, and left half dead 

in a ditch. Two people who should have stopped to help pass me by: the first, a Jewish medic 

from the Israeli Defense Forces, the second a member of the Israeli/Palestinian Mission 



Network of the Presbyterian Church USA. But the person who takes compassion on me and 

shows me mercy is a Palestinian Muslim whose sympathies lie with Hamas, a political party 

whose charter not only anticipates Israel’s destruction, but also depicts Jews as subhuman 

demons responsible for all the world’s problems. 

May we all, in the end, acknowledge the humanity and the potential to do good in the enemy, 

rather than choose death. Will we be able to care for our enemies, who are also our neighbors? 

Will we be able to bind up their wounds rather than blow up their cities? And can we imagine 

that they might do the same for us? Can we put into practice the promise of not leaving the 

wounded traveler in the road? The biblical witness – and concern for humanity’s future – tell us 

we must. 

Thanks be to God. Amen 

 


