
If you are like me, there was a moment, as our lector launched 
into this morning’s reading from Luke’s gospel, when you sat 
back and relaxed just a bit… as if you’d encountered a dear old 
friend on the bus, and settled in for a familiar conversation.  
Unlike so many of our scripture’s strange narratives and 
unfathomable maxims, we know this story…and (as they say in 
the campaign ads)  we approve this message.  After all, who can 
resist such a satisfying morality tale?   There’s a badly beaten 
traveler lying in a ditch, two esteemed members of the 
community who cross over to the other side of the road to avoid 
complication or contamination, and a surprising turn of events, 
as rescue comes in the guise a despised outsider. Jesus’ parable 
has become such a favorite that it’s acquired a title all its own, 
over the centuries: we call this the story of  “the good 
Samaritan.” 

 That name itself has become part of our cultural imagination in 
a way that few other Biblical references have. If you type the 
words “good Samaritan” into your web browser, you’ll see that 
this is the name of dozens of congregations, a Downer’s Grove 
hospital in the Advocate system, a Lutheran elder care network, 
an insurance company, a campus policy offering immunity for 
inebriated college students who seek medical help for their 
friends with drug-or-alcohol-related emergencies, and a title 
journalists often bestow on by-standers who risk their own 
safety to pull strangers from burning buildings or assist law 
enforcement in apprehending criminals. There’s even an 
international organization of 1.5 million members called the 
“Good Sam” Club—Recreational Vehicle owners claiming affinity 
with that ancient traveler of our parable.  The organization holds 
rallies called “Samborees” and sponsors the “Good Sam 500”, 
an enormous Nascar competition.  The insignia for this 
organization bears the cartoonish face of a smiling “average 
Joe” kind of guy, sporting a great big halo.  We love our “Good 
Samaritans,” so it seems, whether they are health care systems, 
or unsuspecting heroes, or friendly folks in RVs—the very 
possibility of such local  “goodness” assuages our anxiety about 
the world’s chaos and our own vulnerability and responsibility, 

in the midst of it.  Maybe our highways are full of Good 
Samaritans, after all…and perhaps there’s some hope that we 
average janes and joes can be “good” as well, when our 
circumstances demand it.   

But if you were following along in your bulletins as the gospel 
was being read, you might have noticed that the word “good” is 
nowhere present in these verses—indeed, a few chapters further 
into Luke’s narrative, a cranky Jesus will snap, “why would you 
call me ‘good’?   No one is ‘good’, but God alone.” This 
morning’s gospel resists our desire to reduce its challenging 
wisdom to a handy set of instructions for “goodness”.  In fact, 
Jesus tells this parable to counter our human preoccupation 
with the impossible ideals that we hope might save us, and the 
dogmatic hair-splitting, political side-taking, moral bean-
counting and ethical oversimplification by which we try to 
secure our own place “on the side of the angels.”  Jesus’ 
intention is not to lift up any particular paragon of virtue, nor to 
aim moral broadsides: he is not disparaging quibbling legal 
scholars,  calling out sanctimonious priests or pointing the 
finger at rule-bound Levites, nor is he valorizing the Samaritan 
brand.  The point of a parable, after all, is not to confirm our 
cherished beliefs or bolster our short-sighted prejudices. Rather, 
the function of a parable is to turn our known worlds upside 
down, to poke holes in the way we think things must be so that 
we might make space for what might be—so that we might 
experience what already is, in fact, in the mind and heart of 
God.  

The question, after all, that began this exploration of 
neighborliness was not a query about what it means to be good 
or right.  Rather, the question posed by the scholar of the law 
was  “what must I do to inherit ‘aiwnia zoi’--eternal life?”  Taken 
at face value, perhaps, this question does not speak to twenty-
first century Christians—at least, not if we’re thinking of 
“eternity” as life in some distant galaxy, far,  far away. But for 
Jesus and his followers, “eternal life” was not about real estate 
in the hereafter. The lawyer’s question was not a concern about 
the end of his life, but about the ends, the true purpose, of his 
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days,  their fullness and their faithfulness: how can we live, and 
live abundantly, the life that God intends for us,  in the face of 
the Roman empire?  How can we live fully, wholly, and holy, 
despite the grinding, constraining, consuming disenchantment 
and dehumanization that surrounds us?  Put that way, which 
one of us, citizens of the city of Chicago in 2016, wouldn’t ask 
the same question:  How can we inherit eternal life, how can we 
live the life of God, in the face of a warming planet, in this 
present crucible of race and gender inequality, in the throes of 
violence, poverty, and despair that threaten to consume our 
communities? 

Perhaps we are drawn to the story of the Samaritan, after all, 
because Jesus speaks it into a context not unlike our own—and 
because, in fact, Jesus himself is in a position not unlike our 
own.   According to Luke, it’s late in Jesus’ ministry.  He’s “set his 
face towards Jerusalem”—that is,  Jesus and his disciples know 
themselves to be travelling their own “Jericho road” in a 
fractured and fearful society.  In the chapter before this one, 
Jesus and his entourage have been denied food and shelter 
while travelling through Samaria, and they are headed to 
certain conflict and possible execution when they reach 
Jerusalem herself.  Jesus will be beaten, too, and he will spend 
three days in that ditch along the side of the road with all the 
broken lives of our world, then and now. Jesus is not “talking 
the talk” without “walking the walk”--he knows the price of the 
neighborliness he is about to prescribe, because he has, 
himself, taken the risk of coming near—even the holy, coming 
near to us, is bloodied in the process.  

It is this rejected and bruised messiah who answers the lawyer’s 
question about his neighbor, his plea for some limits on our 
human liability, in no uncertain terms: eternal life, full life, life 
in God denies the possibility of any such limits, any such safety, 
any such reprieve. We don’t get to pick and choose our 
neighbors—they just move in. Downstairs, upstairs, next door; 
across the aisle in church, into the seat next to us on the 
Monday morning bus, into our imagination via some gut-
wrenching photo of Haiti or Syria or the latest broadside from 

the presidential campaign. Never mind the careful manners, the 
polite conventions, the picket fences or the precinct boundaries 
we’ve constructed to protect ourselves, our possessions, and our 
delicate sensibilities.  Suddenly, there they are, all those 
humans—and you are their neigh-bor, their “near one”—you are 
given to each other for such a time as this.  

Last Monday night, I left my office in the Loop, tired and 
preoccupied after a long day. I made a quick stop for a couple of 
items at Walgreens’ and then hurried along towards the bus 
stop, determined to catch the #6 that was due in ten minutes.   
Navigating among the folks who regularly work that stretch of 
sidewalk for spare change, I doled out what was left in my 
pockets, moved not so much from compassion as from guilt—it 
was raining, and I was heading to a warm dry home, while these 
folk would sleep on damp cardboard in the dark downtown 
doorways. After three or four requests my dollars ran out, to the 
displeasure of one of the street folks, who followed me down 
the street, asking loudly if I were sure that I didn’t have 
anything more to give.  When I felt the hand grab my shoulder, 
it was the last straw—I’d been giving all day long, and it still 
wasn’t enough. I wheeled around to face my pursuer, ready to 
give that guy a piece of my mind—only to be met by the 
outstretched hand of the Walgreen’s clerk, clutching the ring of 
keys I’d left on his counter minutes before:  he’d pursued me 
three blocks down the street in a rainstorm, in order to return 
them.     

So it is with life in God, fully-human life, eternal life. Sometimes 
we are the Samaritan, sometimes we are the one in the ditch, 
and sometimes we are both in the same day---but all day, and 
everywhere, we are neighbors and makers of neighbors, and it 
is ours to see, and to draw near, and to be moved, and to act to 
preserve the terrible beauty and the joyful burden of our 
inevitable and blessed nearness, our maddening and glorious 
common humanity.  Jesus doesn’t ask us to be good, or to be 
right, or even to be loving. He simply says, to the lawyer and to 
us—stop worrying about being good, or right, or loving…go and 
do. 


