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 In our first reading this morning, the prophet Amos announces that the Lord has taken the 

measure of the people, and they have been found wanting for their inability to see and understand the 

needs of the poor and the downtrodden.  And in today’s gospel we are confronted with the measure of 

our willingness to see and respond to the other in perhaps the most familiar story Jesus ever told, the 

parable of the Good Samaritan. 

Many of Jesus’ parables are so well known to us, their words so deeply embedded in our 

memories, that perhaps we no longer feel their impact. Images from those all-too-well-known parables 

are like old friends; their familiarity may prevent us from hearing ourselves addressed with their 

questions.  And that may be true of today’s parable of the Good Samaritan as well.  Even its name may 

have become a cliché in our culture, bringing to mind protection from lawsuits rather than calling up 

the image of a hated enemy who does the unthinkable.  But let’s see if we can find our way back into 

this special story, a parable related only by Luke. 
 

 What we have here is really a story within a story, a parable set in the context of a dialogue.   The 

gospels of Matthew and Mark both relate a similar dialogue between Jesus and the lawyer (with, 

incidentally, Jesus, not the lawyer, giving the summary of the law).  But it is only Luke who places this 

jewel of a parable in the midst of that setting. 

 Verna Dozier, the wonderful Bible teacher, used to say that the most significant clue as to what 

Jesus’ little stories are all about is usually found in the first person mentioned in a parable. That one, in 

today’s gospel, that one with whom all others must come in contact, is not the Good Samaritan, not the 

one who responds, but rather the man who was attacked as he traveled the dangerous road between 

Jerusalem and Jericho.   And the clue to this story’s meaning is to be discovered by looking at all the 

other characters through the eyes of the injured man. 

 This solo traveler was, no doubt, a foolhardy man, responsible, in part, for his own plight.  As the 

first hearers of this story knew well, no sensible person would travel that route alone, but in fact all the 

characters in Jesus story do.   The winding, narrow descent from Jerusalem to Jericho was notorious for 

it robberies, where assailants frequently inflicted serious injury on their victims.  And Jesus asks the 

lawyer, and of course us, to imagine what it must have been like to be robbed, beaten nearly to death, 

and then left helpless by the roadside.  If one is able to put oneself in the plight of the wounded traveler, 

then each of the other characters (and their motives for what is done, or not done) will be judged only 

through the eyes of the one in need of assistance. 
 

 The first to come along, Jesus says, is a priest.  Now let’s give him the benefit of the doubt and 

assume that he is traveling uphill, coming to Jerusalem from Jericho.  Priests from throughout Israel 

were assigned to serve in the temple for one week every year.  And if this priest were headed to the 

temple, coming upon what appears to be corpse would present a very real dilemma.  Compassion for 

one still alive might have him stop, but if a priest were to touch a dead body, he would immediately be 

ritually unclean, unable by the Law to perform his required service to God in the temple.  But seen from 

the perspective of the dying man, the question is not all that difficult.  “What does the Lord require of you, 

but to do justice, to love kindness, and (then) to walk humbly with your God.” 
 

 The Levite also knew God’s call to compassion.  In the first century there were perhaps 24,000 

Levites, religious officials who prepared sacrifices and collected tithes.  These were well-educated men, 

who, while perhaps less worried about ritual uncleanness, would surely be aware that bandits often 
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used decoys.  And so the man makes the prudent decision.  Like the priest before him, he quickly passes 

by on the opposite side. 
 

 Does the wounded man see his would-be helpers?  Does he know their anguish at making the 

lesser choice? Is he really surprised that they fail to stop?  What must have surprised him most, if he 

were at all aware of what was happening, was the one who did choose to come near and offer 

assistance. 

The surprising generosity and concern evidenced by the only one to stop does not match what 

was the generally held stereotype of those sworn enemies of Israel, the half-breed heretics known as the 

Samaritans.  And so the parable invites us to share in the injured man’s confusion and surprise.  It 

would be something akin to you or me suddenly discovering ourselves immobilized by a deep 

depression, or experiencing a nervous breakdown, and then finding that the only one who even 

recognized and responded to your pain is a terrorist, a member of the Islamic State. It would be, if we 

want to follow the parable, like being mugged on a dark street in some urban center, only to be assisted 

by a black, gay man with AIDS, when what you were really hoping for was a clean-cut EMT, or at least 

an Episcopalian. 

What would it feel like to receive such graciousness from one who had no obligation to act, who 

came from a part of society with whom you normally would have nothing to do?  And would having 

had that experience change the way we might react when we discover others in need? 

But remember, Jesus used this story to answer the lawyer’s question, “Who is my neighbor?”  

A lawyer in Jesus’ time was not someone who argued in court, or prepared wills.  No, a first 

century Jewish lawyer was a biblical scholar, a professional Bible student, a teacher skilled in the 

application of the Hebrew Torah, not an attorney.  And as an acknowledged expert in the rules and 

ordinances of Judaism, he must have looked down on this new, young rabbi, this “un-degreed, 

unsophisticated, nobody from nowhere.”  According to Luke, this professional spokesman for 

orthodoxy sets a wide trap to ensnare Jesus, asking what one law best summarizes how we can be set 

right with God.   

Now Orthodox Jews wore on their wrists tiny leather boxes that contained chosen passages from 

Scripture (an ancient relative of the WWJD - What Would Jesus Do? - bracelets).   So Jesus asks the 

biblical scholar, how do you read what you bind on your wrist?  And the answer is the now-famous 

Summary of the Law: "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." 

Jesus could have replied “Good” and walked on.  But he knows that such things are easily said, 

but more difficult to do.   Instead, Jesus responds to the unasked question, the question that lies behind 

the lawyer’s inquiry.  For the real question, the real thought in the man’s mind, is “Who is NOT my 

neighbor?”  Whose needs can I not treat with neighborly love and still fulfill my obligations to God? 

The question with which this parable addresses us is “who are those whom we don’t see, whose 

needs are we able to ignore?”  Who are the ones who have been beaten upon on the roads we walk 

today, for whom we might make a one time, token contribution, but whose on-going plight we rarely 

address? 

Jesus’ Samaritan had to make a choice.  Could he possibly transcend the history of enmity 

between his people and that of the victim?  Could he perceive the stranger’s suffering as his own?  And 

if he saw the need, would he take upon himself the burden of the stranger’s plight?  Or would he 

collude with the norm of the Jericho Road and simply pass by on the other side? 



 3 

 Last month, a deranged man targeted and killed gays and lesbians in an Orlando, Florida, 

nightclub while they celebrated a Latino night.  This week, a deranged man targeted and killed white 

law enforcement officers who were protecting a peaceful, late night Black Lives Matter march.  What’s 

going on in our country?  Is this simply a matter of deranged people, individual domestic terrorists, 

acting out their personal rage at the perceived enemy?  Or is there something more going on? 
 

We begin each Eucharistic service with a prayer addressing “Almighty God, unto whom all hearts 

are open, all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid.”  What does God see in our hearts today?  

What secret feelings are not hid from the Lord? 

In our first reading, the prophet Amos has a vision of the Lord standing beside a wall, holding a 

plumb line to measure the straightness of that structure.  And the prophet hears that the Lord is holding 

a plume line up against the religious practices of the people indicating an imbalance between word and 

deed, revealing a host of religious practices with our own kind, but a void of compassion for the other. 

If the Lord were to hang a plumb line over our hearts today, what would that reveal about us as 

individuals, about us as communities? 
 

It is pretty clear that neither you nor I will be found on the streets of our inner cities between the 

hours of midnight and two a.m.   No, but those streets are populated by frightened police and equally 

fearful black men.  And in their confrontations, neither knows nor understands the other; neither sees a 

fellow human being, but instead a potential enemy.    

Not than many years ago, in the community where I live, my daughter’s fiancé, who happened to 

be a young black man, was doing an errand for me in my truck, a large white Ford F-150.  He was 

driving down the main street of Wolfeboro in the middle of the day when a local policeman stopped 

him for no apparent reason, demanding to know why he was driving Rev. Dales’ truck! 

This divide in our land runs far deeper than just between police and the minority communities.  

We seem to be living in a time of extreme polarization?  Individuals in our country, enamored with the 

Islamic State, not only kill people they consider infidels, but they readily kill fellow Muslims who don’t 

accept their views.  And at the same time extreme, so-called ‘pro-life Christians’ have targeted and 

murdered doctors who perform abortions.   

Still this divide is not limited to a few radical individuals.  Our politics have become so nasty, 

that our friends and neighbors, followers of both presidential candidates, frequently make vile 

statements about the opposition, and we say nothing.  We are all too ready to view the other as 

something less than our equal, our fellow human beings.  And it is all too easy for us to fall into the trap 

of only seeing ‘them’ and ‘us.’   But as the President of the United States said yesterday in a news 

conference in Poland, "This is not who we want to be as Americans... (but) there is unity in recognizing 

this is not how we want our communities to operate," and that recognition "serves as the basis for us 

being able to move forward in a constructive and positive way."   
 

Our collect for today, the little prayer that aims to sound the themes in our readings, asks God’s 

mercy on all of us, granting us to know and understand what things we ought to do.  You and I, and all 

our fellow Americans, need to know and understand one another far better than we do today.  We need to 

truly know the other and understand our common aspirations and needs, our fears and our hopes.  And 

this will never happen if we insist on sticking to our own kind. 
 

 “You have to be taught before it’s too late, before you are six, or seven, or eight, to hate all the people your 

relatives hate.  You have to be carefully taught.”   Sadly, those lines from the late 1940’s musical ‘South 

Pacific’ are just as accurate today, standing like a plumb line, measuring the straightness of our lives. 
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O Lord, mercifully receive our prayers, the prayers of your people who call upon you, and grant 

that we may know and understand what things we ought to do, and give us the grace and power to 

accomplish them.    

Amen 

 

 

 


