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It is perhaps one of the most familiar parables that Jesus ever told. Because of that, we may sometimes listen with only half an ear…even worse, less than half our minds. Yesterday, after the bulletin was all printed and ready to be handed out, I decided it might be good to hear this parable with a little out of the ordinary accent, a different rendering of the well-known tale. So I invite you to turn not to the Bibles in your seats (as indicated in the bulletin), but to the pink insert in your bulletins, and follow along as we listen to Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of The Parable of the Good Samaritan from The Message.

Just then a religion scholar stood up with a question to test Jesus. “Teacher, what do I need to do to get eternal life?”

He answered, “What’s written in God’s law? How do you interpret it?”

He said, “That you love the Lord your God with all your passion and prayer and muscle and intelligence—and that you love your neighbor as well as you do yourself.”

“Good answer!” said Jesus. “Do it and you will live.”

Looking for a loophole, he asked, “And just how would you define ‘neighbor’?”

Jesus answered by telling a story. “There was a man traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho. On the way he was attacked by robbers. They took his clothes, beat him up, and went off leaving him half-dead. Luckily a priest was on his way down the same road, but when he saw him he angled across to the other side. Then a Levite religious man showed up; he also avoided the injured man.

“A Samaritan traveling the road came on him. When he saw the man’s condition, his heart went out to him. He gave him first aid, disinfecting and bandaging his wounds. Then he lifted him on to his donkey, led him to an inn, and made him comfortable. In the morning he took out two silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper, saying, ‘Take good care of him. If it costs any more, put it on my bill—I’ll pay you on my way back.’

“What do you think? Which of the three became a neighbor to the man attacked by robbers?”

“The one who treated him kindly,” the religion scholar responded.

Jesus said, “Go and do the same.”
—Luke 10:25-37, From THE MESSAGE

Elsewhere in the Gospels, when he was tested by other religion scholars to answer their question, “Which commandment is the greatest?”, Jesus very quickly responded, “The first and greatest commandment is this: You shall love the Lord your God with all your passion and prayer and muscle and intelligence. And the second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as well as you do yourself.” So it is no wonder when the “religion scholar” answers as he does, Jesus commends him: “Good answer!” And then advises him: “Do this and you will live.”

But the religion scholar seems to want to push Jesus a little bit on the intricacies of the law, and so he asks, “And just how would you define ‘neighbor,’ Jesus?” Many contemporary Bible commentators…the “religion scholars” of our own time…sort of think the religion scholar of old was posing this as a trick question. “And who is my ‘neighbor’?” But a few, including one at whose feet I sat a number of years ago, indicated that it might just be a legitimate question for a devout Jew to ask in the time of Jesus.

Ours is not the only age to experience mind-boggling change and ground-shaking upheaval in societal circumstances. In some ways change in our time may be more accelerated and truly “global” than in previous ages, but that does not mean that our forbears did not themselves experience times of great change and uncertainty. Jesus’ time was one of those transitional periods on numerous levels, and because of that the question “Who is my neighbor?” may have been especially relevant.

Once upon an earlier time, a devout Jew in Israel would know precisely who his or her neighbor was…the other Jew next door, or down the street, or spread throughout the village. But in Jesus’ time Israel was operating under an occupational military government, and people from other parts of the Roman Empire were moving and living and working among what once was a homogenous society. One could no longer be certain that the family next door, or down the street, or on the other side of town was Jewish. So in a certain way, a growing societal heterogeneity may well have prompted the religion scholar to ask of Jesus, “And just how would you define ‘neighbor’?” Sound familiar? Who was it once said, “The more things change the more they remain the same”? My Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations says it was Alphonse Karr (remember him?) back in 1849.
 Have you ever had that moment of looking around you and asking the same question? “Just who is my ‘neighbor’?”

Well, Jesus wisely does not engage in a sociological discourse or produce a scholarly treatise to answer the religion scholar. Instead he does what he often does best…he tells a story. And it becomes one of those immortal stories you can hear told again and again and somehow never quite exhaust its full meaning. Good stories are like that, and this one, my friends, is a hum dinger!

The great German philosopher Goethe once said, “I am tired of that mode of reflection that doesn’t issue forth in action.”
 Another less notable commentator has said, “I’d rather see a sermon than hear one.”
 As a preacher, I am interested in why people act, reach out, take a stand, or risk their well being for another human being. Why, for example, did that Samaritan stop when two other more religiously “qualified” and ethnically-related individuals passed by the injured man? After all, he didn’t actually know the man in the ditch. And those thugs who had beaten him to within an inch of his life…how did he know they weren’t laying in wait for someone to stop, focus on the hurt man, and then swoop down from behind the rocks and render the same treatment to him? “Why did you stop?” I wanted to ask him. And so I did…which was a bit unusual for me since I’ve really never spoken to a Samaritan before. But this is what he told me:

“I stopped because, well, I don’t really have a reason why I stopped. I just stopped. I don’t know why. I guess I ought to have a reason, but I don’t. I just did it sort of out of second nature.”

“Because of the way I have been brought up! My mamma always said, ‘If you see somebody in need, and you are able to help, I expect you to help.’”

“I stopped because I knew that man in the ditch could have been me! I come down this road frequently. I know it’s a dangerous way from Jerusalem to Jericho. I looked at him there in the ditch, bleeding, and I knew, that could have been me if I had been here just 30 minutes earlier.”

“I was outraged that somebody would do this to another person. We Samaritans have a bad reputation around here. Here was a man traveling through some of our territory, and look what happened to him. It just infuriated me. I stopped out of anger.”

“Why did I stop? Because I could. All the important things that I had to do that day didn’t seem that important once I saw a man in such dire need. God has blessed me with lots of material resources. I had a wallet full of money on me. It was the least I could do.”

“Because it was what God would want me to do. My religion puts a lot of stress on serving others. Every person is a beloved child of God. It’s what is expected.”

“Because I was bored. I know that may sound strange. I travel for a living. And into just another boring day came this amazing event. Suddenly, I was in the middle of a life-and-death situation. Nothing interesting had ever happened to me on the Jericho Road before…until that day.”

“Because it was my chance to take a stand. Somebody has got to say ‘no.’ Somebody has got to show that this is not the way the world was intended to be. This was my chance to stand up and be counted. And that is why I stopped.”

“Because he was a human being. Say what you will about these Jews. I know that they hate us Samaritans. But they bleed the same color blood as we do. This was just one human being, trying to be helpful to another. No great big religious reason…just that: He was a human being.”

I think I’ve discovered through this exercise that there may be as many reasons for doing the things we do (or don’t do) as there are persons doing (or not doing) them. There may be as many reasons each one of us came to church this morning as there are people in this Sanctuary. We may have pure motives for our actions, and we may also have mixed motives and conflicted reasons for doing what we do. But one thing I have found, and that is that a gracious God is able to take our mixed motives and conflicted reasons…and even most of the time our “wrong reasons” for doing what we do or don’t do…and make them right. The point is that God takes us as we are. We come as we are, with all of our mixed motives and conflicted reasons, and God receives us.

Maybe this is what the ethical life…the “Christian life”…is like. The main thing is not to spend a lot of effort looking for good reasons for what we need to do or deliberating on “a proper course of action.” Maybe at the end of the day, the main thing is to act. In fact, that is just what Jesus says for us to do at the end of his story. “Go, and do the same.”

Jesus asked, “Who was a neighbor to the man in need?” And in the end, isn’t that really the more important question? The important question is not “Who is my neighbor?” but “Am I a neighbor?” In other words, the burden of proof does not lie with another as to whether or not he or she is a “neighbor” in order to qualify for my love. The question is, “Am I a neighbor to any and all, especially to those who are needy?”

The neighbor was neither of the first two men who passed by on the other side. The neighbor was not the one who had high sounding theological thoughts, or well-deliberated moral reasons. The neighbor was the one who acted, who reached out to the man in the ditch, healed his wounds, risked his own safety, and gave a great deal of money for the wounded man’s restoration. He was the neighbor because he went and did the same.

So in light of the story, Jesus doesn’t simply say, “Love your neighbor.” Jesus says to go and do. The important thing is not the reason. The important thing is the doing. It is not a question of motivation; it’s a question of action. Jesus leaves us with a simple command, and we are left with a simple decision. When faced with the question, “Is this my neighbor?” we are to “Go and do likewise.” Sometimes there is a time to think, a time to feel. And sometimes there is a time to obey, a time to do.
 “Do this and you will live.”
+ + + + + + + + + +

PRAYER

Almighty God, you have done so much for us in Jesus Christ. You have come to us, spoken to us, embraced us in love. You have called us to be your disciples and you have given each of us a place in your Kin-dom. For all that you have done for us, we give thanks.

Now, O Lord, make us to be the sort of people who in gratitude do something for you—loving others as you have loved us; risking in order to reach out to others, as you have reached out to us; serving the needs of others as you have served us in our need. Help us to be doers of your Word and not hearers only. Help us to do unto others as you have done unto us. Amen.

+ + + + + + + + + +
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