“When the Good Samaritan is Bad News”

Luke 10:25-37
As the saying goes ‘Familiarity breeds contempt!’  But sometimes familiarity breeds something subtly more dangerous—the glazed eye.  We nod our heads in agreement to many of the truisms and favorite sayings of our culture, rarely pausing to contemplate their deeper meaning.  Often this is the case with the parables of Jesus.  We’ve heard them so many times we can repeat these stories from memory.  But as familiar as the stories may be, their deeper meaning often eludes us.  We fail to look deeper, for our eyes are glazed over by familiarity.

The Parable of the Good Samaritan is a classic example.  This parable is so familiar it’s become a part of our culture.  Our government gives out Good Samaritan Awards.  Years ago, in their T.V. finale, the Seinfeld gang violated a small town’s Good Samaritan Law by not helping a stranger whose car had broken down.  In other words, the term ‘Good Samaritan’ is now part of our cultural vocabulary. Look in almost any dictionary and you’ll find a definition for the term ‘Good Samaritan.’  Here is one that I found: “Anyone who pities and helps others unselfishly.”  Now, that’s a fine definition, but it lacks the brilliance of the parable’s overall meaning, not to mention a bit of the parable’s scandal.

For you see, a Samaritan is more than just “anyone” who pities and helps someone in need.  A Samaritan is, first and foremost, public enemy number one.  When Jesus told this parable, he was speaking to Israelites, knowing very well how Israelites felt about Samaritans.  Their mutual hatred and animosity stretched back for centuries.  Samaritans and Israelites both traced their ancestral roots back to Abraham as their founding father, and both groups claimed that they were God’s chosen people.  But any self-respecting Israelite would tell you that a Samaritan was nothing more than a no-good illegitimate, disinherited, half-breed heretic.  And any law-abiding Israelite would go a mile out of their way to avoid contact with a Samaritan. And of course, Samaritans felt much the same way about Israelites.

There are a lot of different ways to preach a sermon on the Parable of the Good Samaritan.  I could focus on the goodness of the Good Samaritan.  Or I focus on the lack of sympathy and mercy shown by the priest and Levite who are more concerned with religious ritual and purity than the suffering of a fellow human being.  But to see the brilliance and the scandal of this parable, I want us to consider this story from another perspective.  To do so, I need to ask you a question: How do you think the man in the ditch felt about being helped by a Samaritan.  The man who had been robbed and beaten and left for dead—what was going through this Israelite’s mind when the only person who showed him mercy was a Samaritan?
In his book Parables from the Backside, the Reverend Ellsworth Kalas examines ten parables from a different perspective.  The title of one chapter is ‘When the Good Samaritan Is Bad News.’  To illustrate this point, Kalas told a story of his own encounter with a Good Samaritan, and I’d like to share his story with you.

“One bright October day several years ago,” writes Reverend Kalas, “I was hurrying to downtown Cleveland, Ohio, for a luncheon appointment with a businessman in my congregation.  I had been delayed at the last minute by a phone call, as often is the case, so I was hurrying, hurrying so much, in fact, that I gambled on my fuel supply.”

Suddenly, in a rather disreputable section of downtown, my car sputtered and died.  I eased out of the main lane of traffic while other cars hurried by; some of the drivers frowned at the delay.  As I got out of the car, I noticed two men across the street standing in front of one of the ‘girlie shows’ that dotted the area.  They hurried across the busy street to ask if they might help me.
I explained that the problem wasn’t engine trouble but just my stupidity in trying to travel without an adequate supply of fuel.  I inquired about the nearest service station.  They immediately answered with an easier solution.

“I’ll siphon some gas out of my tank,” one man said, “and I’ll pour it into yours.  It’ll be enough to get you to a filling station.”  I argued against the plan; I’d siphoned gas a few times as a teenager, so I knew what an unpleasant experience it can be.  But the two men were insistent.

I talked with one man while his friend got a container and a hose, dropped to his knees beside his car, and sucked away at the hose until, at last, he put the gas-filled hose into his container as he spat out the portion he’d taken into his mouth.  They then poured the gasoline into my carburetor and tank, and soon my motor was humming.

I tried to pay them.  “Not on your life,” they said.  “We were just going for a late breakfast, and we had time on our hands.”  “Let me buy your breakfast,” I pleaded, holding out a bill.  But by this time, they were already walking from me, full of good humor.  “Wouldn’t think of it,” one of them said.  “This is just the sort of thing one fellow ought to do for another.”

As I drove on my way, pondering how much the two men had done for me and how cheerfully they’d done it, I reviewed the conversation I’d had with the one man while his companion was getting the gasoline for my car.  Making small talk, I had asked what he and his friend did for a living.

“We work for this fellow who runs girlie shows,” he answered.  “He buys a building, and we fix it up for him, and then we run it.  He gets a few pretty girls, you know, who put on about three shows a night … It’s a pretty good business.  Lots of men come.”

“I’m a fairly open-minded fellow,” writes Ellsworth Kalas.  “I’ve learned to understand many offbeat lifestyles.  I think I have patience with almost every sin except self-righteousness and pomposity.  But this was the day I began sympathizing with the man the Good Samaritan helped.”

“I said to the Lord, ‘How come the person who stopped to help me wasn’t someone with a bumper sticker that read, ‘Honk if you love Jesus?’  Or maybe one of my friends who was driving downtown to attend a board meeting for the United Way or the YMCA?  Why did my good Samaritan have to be two fellows who run a girlie show?”  “And that, I can’t keep from feeling, is the sort of question that was in the mind of the Jew who had been beaten and left to die.”

Here’s the point: From the front side of the parable, the basic point is easy to see.  Jesus wants us to claim the responsibility we have to our fellow human beings.  Jesus wants us to be Good Samaritans.  He wants us to understand that we are neighbors to the whole human race.  It doesn’t even matter whether we know the other person or whether the person appeals to us or repulses us.  Because someone is human and inhabits this planet with us, he or she is our neighbor.  That’s the basic point of this parable from the front side, our call to be a Good Samaritan.
But Ellsworth Kalas opens another layer of wisdom for us, by viewing this parable from the backside, from the perspective of the man in the ditch.  And it’s important to understand that this perspective has to do with our salvation.  For you see, you and I have good reason to understand this story from the backside, because of the way our salvation has come to us.  We are also walking down a road just as perilous as the journey from Jerusalem to Jericho, the journey we make from birth to death.  It is a road of exquisite beauty and adventure, but also one of great peril.  In fact, we cannot make the journey without being beset from time to time by thieves and ruffians.

You know some of their names: despair, unremitting loneliness, unreasoning fear, lust, anger, crushing defeat.  Whatever the name, they are part of the kingdom of sin.  They spring upon us when we are least ready.  Eventually, they beat us and leave us half-dead, and their attack is such that, unless help comes, we surely will die.

Lying in that half-dead state, unable to help ourselves, we hear footsteps approaching.  We recognize the traveler as one whose help we welcome, for he will let us pay our own way, so we can hold on to our self-regard.  We explain that we are deserving, that our credentials are good, that we’ve always had a good record.  But the stranger passes us by.  He is only able to help those who don’t need help, and, at best, his help is superficial and temporary.  In truth, no one can pay his or her own way in our predicament.  After all, we’ve been robbed and stripped, so how can we pay our way?

Now another stranger appears.  We appeal to him on the basis of our sincerity.  We never intended to get into trouble, and the circumstances aren’t really our fault.  We’ve meant well; doesn’t sincerity count for anything?  But as the stranger passes, we realize that, of itself, sincerity is no virtue.  After all, it’s possible to be sincerely wrong.  And, sincere or not, we’re in trouble.

Then a third Stanger comes.  Clearly, he is a Samaritan, for he carries a cross, and we remember that the ancient scripture says, “Cursed is anyone who hangs on a tree.”  Still worse, as he draws near, we remember a description from long ago: “He was despised and rejected … a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief … he was despised, and we esteemed him not.”  A Samaritan, indeed!

But he volunteers to help!  We try to explain: “I can pay my own way.  I’m a deserving person, you know.”  The Stranger answers, “No one can purchase what I offer, nor can anyone deserve it.  But I shall be glad to give it to you.”  And he lifts us to his donkey, a wondrously awkward beast called Grace.

But you and I don’t want that kind of help.  This Samaritan embarrasses us with his very kindness and mercy because he won’t let us pay our way, and because he isn’t impressed by our credentials.  It is a gift we can never, repay. Sometimes we think we’d rather die in our lostness than humble ourselves to receive this Stranger’s gift.

I have a feeling that the dying man in Jesus’ parable must have felt that way when his salvation came by way of a despised Samaritan, and I know full well you and I draw back when God’s Eternal Samaritan extends his offer.  We accept him only when our need is so desperate that we must accept him.  Only when we are finally ready to confess that we are powerless to help ourselves, only when we see what love this Divine Samaritan offers, only then are we willing to be lifted onto the donkey called Grace and ride it, alongside Christ the Samaritan, into God’s safe and eternal lodging.

Let us pray:

Gracious Lord, teach us mercy that we might be Good Neighbors, and teach us humility that we might accept mercy.  Amen.

David A. Cagle

July 10, 2022
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