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Ah, the Good Samaritan. 

You know this beloved character in Luke’s gospel; the nice guy who stops to help a less 
fortunate person in need, 

and goes well beyond the call of duty. 

And you know that he has become a cultural icon.  Today we have charity hospitals and 
roadside assistance plans and counseling centers and food pantries  

all named for him. 

But to tell the truth, he gives me a pain.  Just between you and me, sometimes I wish he 
had never shown up! 

Sure, it’s nice that poor traveler on the road to Jericho got rescued.  But thanks to ol’ 
Good Sam, 

you and I are stuck with Jesus’ instruction to “Go and do likewise.”   

So now, you can’t pass by a stranded motorist without feeling guilty, 

no matter how many common sense alarm bells are going off in your head. 

And I, even after 47 years of ministry, am still never comfortable having to decide who is 
deserving of a church’s limited funds for emergency assistance, and who is not. 

And while I’m on this screed: It’s especially galling that the guy who causes all this guilt 
never really existed!   

He is a made-up character in one of those cockamamie parables that Jesus 
persisted in telling; 

you know the ones--those stories that never turn out the way they are supposed 
to. 

So how is it that this story has maintained such a hold on our lives?      

Well, let’s go back to the beginning of this account. 

Because we all know how the story ends,  

but you may not have paid much attention to how it gets started. 



One day when Jesus is teaching, a guy stands up and asks a question of Jesus.  And 
according to Luke, this one is looking for trouble.   

He is trying to lure Jesus into saying something that goes against official religious 
orthodoxy. 

And that may have something to do with the fact that he is a lawyer … (imagine 
that). 

Only, lawyers, back then, are not just practitioners of civil law; civil and religious law are 
one and the same in ancient Israel, 

so lawyers are scholars of the Hebrew scriptures as well.  

And this one starts with a question that sounds innocent enough  

… at first. 

“What must I do to inherit eternal life,” he asks. 

But, as so often happens, Jesus refuses to take the bait. 

Instead, he lobs the question back to the lawyer, saying: 

What do you understand the scriptures to say on this matter?  

(Subtext: Why are you asking me?  You, of all people, ought to know that 
one.)   

And the next thing you know, Jesus has taken control of this conversation, 

and the lawyer finds himself on the responding end. 

So after the two agree that scripture says the key to eternal life is to love the Lord your 
God, and love your neighbor as yourself,  

the lawyer takes one last stab at pinning Jesus down.  

“And just who is my neighbor,” he persists? 

So Jesus, right then and there, creates a story. 

A ‘hypothetical,’ as they say in politics. 

A story that has captivated the world, ever since.   

But here’s the problem: There are at least three big things wrong with this story! 

Or maybe with the way that you and I hear it, 20 centuries later. 

And the net effect is that this turns out to be quite a different story than it first appears.  

 



Let’s start with the problem you may most likely be aware of.  If you have sat through 
previous sermons on this passage, 

you may know that having the Samaritan as the hero not only catches the lawyer 
by surprise;  

it completely grosses him out! 

Because for this upstanding Israelite, there is no such thing as a good Samaritan.  The 
Samaritans are regarded as half-breed distant cousins, with inferior moral and cultural 
standards, who have supported Israel’s enemies in wars against them and who have 
cobbled together a half-baked set of religious beliefs that almost causes righteous Jews 
to set their own hair on fire. 

(You might even say that the two groups regard everything about each other as ‘fake 
news’).  

In fact, the animosity is so bad that at the end of his story when Jesus asks the lawyer, 
“So which of these was neighbor to the man in the ditch?”,  

the poor guy mumbles, “The one who showed him mercy.”   

He can’t even bring himself to say the name ‘Samaritan’ in a positive context!   

Meanwhile, back here in the 21st century, there is a second problem with our hearing of 
this story.  The two clergy types—the priest and the Levite— 

are not necessarily the hypocrites that we assume them to be. 

When the lawyer hears how they both passed by on the other side, his response would 
be, “of course!” 

Because the poor guy in the ditch may well be dead by now. 

And any observant first century Jew knows that contact with a dead body would 
render the priest or Levite ritually unclean— 

and therefore disqualified for some period of time from performing their 
religious duties.   

The law is very clear on this. 

You see, it’s called boundaries, and the ancient Jews carefully maintain a lot of them— 

between Jew and Gentile, men and women, clergy and laity,  

and especially the living and the dead. 

And those boundaries are meant to keep bad things from happening. 

Yet it’s not as if all that is just some ancient oddity.  Here in 2019, any minister member 
of our presbytery needs to be certified in boundaries training 



having to do with whom one can appropriately be around, without a third party 
present.   

The intent, of course, is mutual protection—both to safeguard clergy such as Emily 
or Catherine or me from baseless accusations, 

but also to protect minors and members of the opposite gender from misguided 
attentions by the clergy, 

and to protect the churches we serve from getting sued, etc., etc. 

But the upshot is, my ability to be the Good Samaritan may be somewhat limited by the 
circumstances 

of who it is that might need my help, and in what setting.  

It all becomes very complicated, you see. 

(Barbara Brown Taylor once observed, concerning this Good Samaritan dilemma, 
that she and her clergy friends 

could consume a good hour, over coffee, talking about how complex it all 
is, before finally deciding just to change the subject).  (from her sermon “Do 
Love,” in The Preaching Life, 1993, pp. 118-119) 

So back to the first century, it begins to beg the question: If that poor traveler is still alive, 
who can get him out of the ditch?   

Is it only those who have little or nothing to lose—people such as the Samaritan? 

Well, hold that thought, because it kind of leads us to the third thing wrong with the way 
you and I hear this story today.        

Have you noticed yet, that the one character in this little drama who is never identified by 
name or title, 

is the unfortunate traveler who is robbed and beaten, and left for dead ? 

 Why would that be? 

More on that, later, as well …  

But whoever he is, travelling down that dangerous road to Jericho, unaccompanied, is 
probably not the wisest choice.   

Even thieves and robbers tended to avoid preying on clergy types, 

but the average Joe, passing along there alone, would have no such luck. 

Yet, it’s a mistake that any of us could have made. 



You’re in a hurry and don’t have time to load up on pepper spray and set your cell 
phone on 911,  

or your intended travelling companion had to drop out at the last minute, 

and you convince yourself that it’ll probably be okay to chance it just this once. 

And then, suddenly, what you thought couldn’t happen to a fine, upstanding person like 
you, does. 

 

Now I don’t know about you, but I was raised in a family where just about the worst thing 
you could do, 

is to get yourself in a position where you need to be rescued  

(thereby becoming an inconvenience to someone else). 

It’s just not what good, upstanding, responsible people do! 

And if that poor traveler regains consciousness at any point in the process of being 
rescued,  

I’m guessing that even amid the pain and fear, one of his first emotions 

 Is that of embarrassment! 

After all, needing rescued is for those poor unfortunates that folks like you and me are 
here to help!   

And unless I miss my guess, that lawyer—or Luke’s early readers—would respond to this 
depiction with about the same level of enthusiasm 

that you and I have for people who make unwise choices and end up needing 
rescued. 

So I’m pretty sure that by now, the lawyer has figured who the unfortunate traveler in the 
ditch is; 

 it is him!!  (And by extension, you and me). 

And Jesus has spun this hypothetical story in which he has to be rescued by the one 
person in his world  

he would least want to be rescued by 

--and even worse, feel beholden to— 

because that person has now shown them to be neighbors to one other.     

Now if it wasn’t clear from the beginning, it becomes clear now:  



Jesus is messing with this lawyer, trying to get into his head/under his skin.  And 
while the lawyer may have deserved it,  

the whole story suggests Jesus loves messing with you and me as well. 

Biblical scholar Charles Talbert says that these parables of Jesus have two purposes: 

 to instruct and to provoke. 

But in order for them to instruct, says Talbert, they must first provoke us, by causing us 
to see the world differently.  (Reading Luke, 1992, p. 123) 

 

So in the end, I take it back—I don’t really wish that the Good Samaritan had never 
showed up.   

I just wish that Jesus wouldn’t keep turning the screws on you and me, all these 
years later, with these stories that keep us off balance. 

In fact, I’m glad the Good Samaritan showed up on this particular Sunday, when all over 
the world, 

people suddenly seem to feel the need to place new boundaries on the question 
of, “who is my neighbor?” 

Not just at our own southern border, but in even more unlikely places like Italy or 
Denmark,  

places that have heretofore honored international conventions on the plight of 
refugees, 

are suddenly saying, “not my neighbor.  We have reached our limit of 
neighborliness.” 

So how appropriate that when the lawyer implicitly asks Jesus to help him limit who he 
has to love as his neighbor, 

this unschooled peasant from the hinterlands, who as a baby was both a migrant 
and a refugee himself,  

schools the highly educated lawyer on what it is like to find oneself on the short 
end of the stick  

and receive the neighborly care of one he would never have recognized as 
neighbor. 

And how disappointing for Jesus, that this upstanding member of his own tribe doesn’t 
recall that the basic identity of their nation was formed in their own experience as 
dispossessed outsiders. 



But back to where we began: 

Being a Good Samaritan, it turns out, is not about distributing groceries at the food bank, 
or bringing presents for needy kids at Christmas time,  

or even (sorry, BPC Woodchucks) cutting and delivering firewood to folks who 
can’t otherwise obtain it. 

Those are all wonderful acts of generosity from the more fortunate to the less fortunate, 

and the health of our society depends upon such things. 

But being among those fortunate ones more or less precludes you and me from being 
Good Samaritans. 

That role is reserved for folks who are generally the objects of charity or exclusion,  

who rise above that with acts of kindness that remind you and me 

that we’re all in this together. 

 

 Please pray with me: 

Thank you, Lord Jesus, that we are in a position to do good for others.  Keep us, as well, 
in a position of allowing them to be neighbors to us.  Teach us that in giving and receiving 
neighborliness, we love our neighbor as ourselves, and live out the kind of life that you 
call eternal.  Amen. 


