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I was born in Miami Valley Hospital in Dayton, OH.  But my twin brothers 

were born in Good Samaritan Hospital, as was our youngest brother, 

and my father died in the same hospital 31 years later.  And we had 

visits for various ailments during our time in between while growing up. 

I naturally associated “Samaritan” as being “good.”  Even when I heard the 

parable from Luke’s gospel as a youth, it was obvious to me that the 

Samaritan was the “good one” because he helped the person who would 

have died otherwise. 

It took a while for me to understand that for the people who first heard the 

story from Jesus that Samaritans were people despised by the Jews as 

“unclean” half-breeds, if you will, as they were remnants of Israel who 

had intermarried (by force to some degree) when the Assyrians had 

conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel and scattered the Israelites. 

In return, the Samaritans viewed themselves as the true descendants of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as the people of the Southern Kingdom of 

Judah were deported to Babylon and came back with a revised Jewish 

version of their religion. 

Both thought they had the true faith and the other was an apostate, that is, 

one who had abandoned their religion. 

In Luke’s gospel and Acts of the Apostles, though, he considers the 

Samaritans along with the Jews as part of Israel, which is interesting 

since Luke was a Gentile—a group that both the Samaritans and Jews 

had antipathy toward. 

It’s hard to have a similar comparison for context today that we can really 

feel in our bones.  Different Christian denominations like Catholic, 

Orthodox, and Protestant used to be like that somewhat, or Christian 
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Scientist, Seventh Day Adventist, or Church of Latter-Day Saints maybe 

moreso.   

But, ironically, I see more emotional conflict between Ohio State and 

University of Michigan football fans than among denominations.  We—

that is, church denominations, not Ohio State/Michigan fans—seem, for 

the most part, to be able to be in dialog with one another and even 

ecumenical. 

The exception appears to be for those who have tied their religion and 

version of Christianity to our government.   

Thus, the parable would create a more visceral reaction and feeling of 

contempt to people today if I were speaking to a Republican group 

about the “Good Democrat” or to a Democrat group about the “Good 

Republican.”  Even though we say we are, “one nation under God with 

liberty and justice for all” none of those words seems to be true any 

longer. 

The story of the Good Samaritan is well-known, what precipitates it is less 

so.   

It begins with a learned person well-versed in the law and wanting to be 

righteous before God.  Whereas Mark and Matthew have the lawyer ask 

Jesus, “Which commandment in the law is the greatest?”, here the 

lawyer asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The first is a kind 

of legalistic question.  The second is more about action—what must I 

*do*.   

Unlike the other gospels, Jesus does not answer the question, but, like a 

good teacher, asks the man, essentially, “You know the law.  What do 

*you* think?” 
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The lawyer quotes both Leviticus “love God” and Deuteronomy “love your 

neighbor”, which is the answer Jesus gives in the other gospels and he 

says here, “You have given the right answer.  *Do* this and you will 

live.” 

The lawyer follows up with a second question, which all of us struggle with 

even today.  That is, “Who is my neighbor?”  Because *doing* “this” is 

easy to some degree when it comes to loving God.  You worship and 

pray to him and you generally don’t get a lot “facetime.” 

But loving your neighbor is trickier.  It is a harder thing to *do*, so it is a 

legitimate question to ask exactly who that is.  Instead of directly 

answering this legalistic question, Jesus tells a story. 

The man—and the hearers of the story with him—would have said the priest 

and the Levite (a worker in the Temple) were the “neighbors”, by 

definition as fellow Jews. 

They pass by the unknown victim of bandits without explanation.  Maybe it 

was because by the purity laws. Because for a priest, especially, to touch 

a dead or dying body would make him ritually impure and no longer 

eligible for service at the temple.  Thus, he risks all that he is and has to 

help the man. 

Easy to criticize the priest and the Levite, but would you risk not only your 

career but also no longer being accepted by all you knew? 

Still, the telling part is they passed by—on the other side; they did not even 

check to see if he was dead.  They took a “better safe than sorry” 

attitude. 

The “godforsaken” Samaritan sees the half-dead man, though, and is 

“moved with pity (or compassion).”  Literally, he felt it in his gut, his 
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innards were churned up.  He immediately bandages the man up, takes 

him to an in, and he himself takes care of him through the night.  The 

next day he apparently can’t stay but he still makes sure the man is 

taken care of. 

Now in response to the lawyer’s question, Jesus asks a question, “Which of 

these do you think was a neighbor to the man?”  That is, not who might 

legalistically or theoretically be the neighbor, but who proved to be a 

neighbor in practice?  What does a righteous neighbor *do*? 

The lawyer answers—and I think sincerely—“The one who showed him 

mercy.”  That is, the one who did something, not who simply was 

something.  Not only that, but the lawyer, and implicitly Jesus, equates 

the act of compassion performed to “showing mercy.” 

As with “compassion,” virtually every instance of “mercy” in Luke is 

associated with acts of God or God’s agent, Jesus.  Thus, the Good 

Samaritan functions as a “Christ” figure who ultimately acts as God’s 

agent.  Consequently, Jesus is calling us to “show compassion” and “do 

mercy” to whomever is in need because it is not only a good thing to 

do—it is a Christ-like thing to do.   

Did the Samaritan care if the person in the ditch was a Samaritan, a Jew, or 

a Gentile?  And vice versa, do you think the person in the ditch cared 

whether he was being cared for by a Samaritan, Jew, or Gentile? 

And it is no different today.  You should not care whether a person in need 

is black or white, a foreigner or not, gay or straight, Republican or 

Democrat, Christian or not.  And the test is to ask yourself if two “good 

neighbors” passed you by lying in a ditch and one of these “others” 
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showed you compassion and mercy, would you not be grateful and 

thank God for their Christ-like act? 

The epistle lesson today from Colossians underscores this as Paul seeks to 

move the Colossians (and us) from merely “hearing” the gospel of the 

Messiah Jesus in verse 5 to living—or, literally translated, “walking”—in 

ways that are pleasing to the Lord.  And that from verse 9 being “filled 

with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and 

understanding” that in verse 10 “you bear fruit in every good work and 

as you grow in the knowledge of God.” 

Again, we do good works not to earn God’s favor, but because we have God 

in us.  Our works are outward expressions of our love for God. 

It was Christians out of their care for those in need that started public 

hospitals.  That is, where care was for all, not just an elite few.  And 

despite oppression by the Romans for almost 300 years, Christians 

overcame Rome not by force or politics, but by the compassion and 

mercy they showed with those in need.  So many people became 

Christians because the loved their neighbor, that eventually Rome had 

to throw in the towel. 

So take care where you align your allegiances and to whom because what 

God demands is that you take care of your neighbor, showing 

compassion and mercy on those in need as Christ did for us. 

In the name of the God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.  

Amen.  

 


