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Pentecost VIII 

May the Words of my mouth…. 

Today's Gospel tells a familiar story: so familiar in fact, that people who have absolutely no 

knowledge whatsoever of the Bible have heard of the main character-The Good Samaritan. 

Several years ago a famous experiment was conducted. Researchers gathered a group of 

seminary students, one by one, and gave them the following assignment: to present a talk about 

the Parable of the Good Samaritan. The kicker was the presentations were going to be done in a 

building on the other side of the campus, and because of a tight schedule, they only had a certain 

amount of time to get to that building. Meanwhile, unbeknownst to the students, on the path to 

the other building the researchers had planted an actor to play the part of a man in distress, 

slumped in an alley, coughing and suffering. The researchers where trying to figure out what 

would happen, when the Seminarians found the man in need. Would they be Good Samaritans? 

Sadly, almost all of them rushed past the hurting man. One student even stepped over the man's 

body as he hurried to teach about the Parable of the Good Samaritan! Sometimes, when we 

become so comfortable with familiar stories, we miss the lesson.   

Like today’s Gospel Lesson, which is much more than the simple injunction to be kind to our 

neighbours. The episode in today's Gospel reinforces a message Jesus has tried to convey to 

religious people over and over again throughout the Gospels -- a message that will finally cost 

him his life. In plain English that message is: "God is not interested in the religiosity, (in your 

legalistic works righteousness) but in a relationship of love with him, and living out that love 

with each other.  In other words, to love the Lord with your whole being is to reflect God’s 

mercy in responding to one’s neighbour. 



P a g e  | 2 

 

But this “lawyer” as the Scripture calls him, isn’t’ really interested in learning about eternal life 

from Jesus at all.  The lawyer’s agenda was clearly to entice Jesus into a public error with respect 

to the Law of Moses-the Religiosity of the matter.  He, like the other leaders of his day, wants to 

get rid of Jesus. 

So this lawyer comes up with a question an average lay person wouldn't want to have to answer 

in front of the "experts." It is intended to put Jesus on the spot. His question is all the more 

sneaky because it is asked with feigned deference. "Teacher ...," the lawyer begins his 

interrogation -- as though to a recognized teacher of the Law. He figures this carpenter's 

apprentice from Nazareth will make a fool of himself and possibly even incriminate himself by 

attempting to answer such a weighty question as ... "What must I do to inherit eternal life?" 

Jesus answers a question with a question. But his question is a stealth missile that goes directly to 

the arrogance of the lawyer, who likely gets the feeling that Jesus is yielding to his knowledge. 

"What is your take on the Law," Jesus asks -- "what do you say is the key here?"  The lawyer 

can't resist, and takes the bait. His answer quotes Deuteronomy 6.5 along with Leviticus 19.18: 

"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 neighbour as yourself."   

The whole exchange could have ended here. "You're right," Jesus says, "Do this and you will get 

to heaven." But the lawyer wants to continue; he wanted to save face and "make himself right" in 

the eyes of all the people who were listening. And, he wants to draw Jesus further into legal 

religious definition. The question of who is a neighbour provides the possibility that Jesus will 

make some kind of mistake. He is watching his every word, and so seeks a definition for the term 

"neighbour." Preferably it will be a definition that will get him off the hook. No doubt he is 

aware that there are people in this world whom he has not loved as a neighbour. But he could 
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justify himself provided that the people he had unlovingly ignored hadn't counted as his 

neighbours in the first place. He is, however, about to have the rug pulled out from under his 

self-righteous feet! 

"So, ... who is my neighbour?" the man asks. Of course, he was hoping that Jesus would answer 

by simply saying…a man of Jewish descent whose legal residence is within a radius of no more 

than three statute miles from one’s own legal residence.  Well…., if you are looking for a 

loophole to maintain the fiction of your perfect love for God and neighbour, then that type of 

reply would help a great deal indeed.  The people who would then count as your neighbours 

would be restricted to a handful of folks whom you already know, and probably also already 

love. But that is not the answer our Lord gave. Jesus draws the lawyer onto his own turf. He does 

not give a legal definition but instead tells a story.  With easy to understand, simple stories, Jesus 

was able to put people directly in touch with the truth and love of God. And this story draws the 

lawyer into the corner he originally intended to back Jesus into.  

"A man was going down from Jerusalem ... ." That is how Jesus begins the story. Some 

anonymous fellow of indeterminate age, of unspecified ethnicity, and of unknown origins, was 

taking a trip. He could be anybody, and that is precisely Jesus' point: he is anybody. The lawyer 

probably wanted to interrupt Jesus right here. "Hold on, Rabbi. Who are we talking about? Can 

you describe him? Is it anyone I might know? Is he Jewish? A Gentile? Greek or Roman? Slave 

or free? What man?"  Even had the lawyer asked this, Jesus would not have answered. "A certain 

man, some nameless, faceless fellow, was taking a trip and got mugged. They beat him senseless, 

took his wallet, and then left the guy crumpled in the mud in a ditch." The man is left like road-

kill, and two prominent religious figures treat him like road-kill, actually walking by on the other 

side of the road to avoid seeing him, much less helping him. But then a third party came along.  
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The audience was no doubt expecting this, and would be anticipating this third party to be a 

Jewish lay-person.  But they were in for a shock, as Jesus says this third passerby is ... a 

Samaritan! Today it would be like hearing the word "Trump” "Al Qaeda," or "Taliban." 

Samaritans and Jews regarded each other almost that darkly.  And it is this sworn enemy who has 

compassion and stops to care for the man.  Given the notorious reputation of the Jericho road, he 

could well have been mugged himself, or been accused as the perpetrator of the attack. But the 

Samaritan is not thinking of himself. His focus is on the other person (and in this way he stands 

in stark contrast to the lawyer whose focus seems to be mostly on how good ol' #1 is doing. 

Remember, he was seeking to justify himself). 

At first, the point of the story seems to be that the good guys in the story (orthodox, highly-

esteemed Jewish believers) don't do good. The bad guy (half-breed Samaritan) does good. The 

neighbour we are to love is the one who is in need of our loving-kindness. The religious people 

in the story don't get it, but the unlikely, despised Samaritan does! Thus the lawyer must either 

admit in front of the crowd that the Samaritan in the story is the one who "gets it" -- or he 

himself doesn't "get it!"  And that is true, sort of, but not exactly. Look again. The man had 

asked, "Who is my neighbour?" Jesus turns things around and asks, "Now, which of the three 

passersby acted as a neighbour to the mugging victim?" This is a subtle shift in emphasis, but it 

packs a wallop! We tend to think like this lawyer: we scan around us to see who out there counts 

as my neighbour. But here Jesus says that it is more important that you yourself act as a 

neighbour to everyone you meet. Who those other folks are, how they treat you, what they look 

like, whether or not they seem like folks with whom you have something in common, is not 

nearly so important as making sure that whoever they are, you are their neighbour. 
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"Who is my neighbour?" the lawyer asked. Jesus says, "Never mind that: are you a neighbour?" 

If our hearts are full of grace, mercy, compassion, and love (for both God and everyone else-and 

please note, Love doesn’t mean agree with everything they do), then we won't need to ask, "Who 

is my neighbour," because it won't matter. "The way to eternal life is to love God with all you've 

got -- and to love the one who needs your love just as much as you love yourself!"  

Jesus turns the lawyer’s challenge around to show that our Heavenly Father’s sovereignty is over 

one’s whole life. Knowing and keeping the Law is not enough. Loving God with all your being, 

and your neighbour as yourself, characterizes someone who is already living in the Kingdom.  So 

we need to seriously ask ourselves, "Can I keep this commandment?" While you reflect on this 

question, remember that these story parables contain many characters and wherever we are in our 

lives, we can identify with all the characters at different times in our lives.  We have all been in 

each character’s shoes in one way or another.  I know there is way too much of the Priest and 

Levite who would “pass by on the other side” in my own heart.  Jesus’ “gotcha!” gets me too. 

And we all make mistakes, we all fall short of the Glory of God, but the hope lies in His Grace 

that He loves us anyway.  As we continue our journey amidst what may seem like a stormy sea,  

“may lead lives worthy of the Lord … as you bear fruit in every good work and as you grow in 

the knowledge of God.” Living a merciful life is not defined as helping someone once, it is a life 

in which a person’s character is formed by the basic premise of loving God, and treating others 

as we ourselves want to be treated. The call to go and do likewise is challenging and 

transforming -- it changes us as a people. It is clear that the love we need has to come from God.  

It is a love we see in Christ and a love which we gain from Christ when we offer our lives to 

Christ!  May we be blessed with God’s own mercy and grace as we strive to walk worthy of His 

calling in our own lives and communities.  
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