“Who Is My Neighbor?”

Luke 10:25-37

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, inspiring good Christians to go out and help others in need, and that’s a good message. Or I could 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, and that’s a fine message as well. But to see the brilliance and the scandal of this parable, I want us to consider this story from another perspective. How do you think the man in the ditch felt, the man who was robbed and beaten and left for dead? How do you think this Israelite felt about being saved by a Samaritan?


For you see, a Samaritan is more than just a good person who pities and helps someone in need. A Samaritan is, first and foremost, public enemy number one, and Jesus knew very well how his Israelite listeners felt about Samaritans. The mutual hatred and antagonism stretched back for centuries, because Samaritans and Israelites both traced their ancestral roots back to Abraham and both groups claimed that they, and they alone, were ‘God’s chosen people.’ 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.

So, let me ask again, how do you think this Israelite felt about being saved by a Samaritan? Before you answer that question, let me tell you a modern version of this parable that may give you a new perspective:
As Jesus continued proclaiming the Good News throughout the United States of America, he was approached by a lawyer for the Democratic National Convention who wanted to test Jesus’ political views. “Teacher,” he said, “where do you stand on Black Lives Matter, Mandatory Mask Wearing, and Climate Change?” Jesus answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your soul, strength, and mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” “Exactly!” Said the Lawyer. “That’s why I’m for defunding the police, making everyone wear a mask in public, and all in favor of reducing carbon monoxide emissions. Jesus, if we could just teach Republicans to be good neighbors, we could bring in the Kingdom of God together.”

Hearing this, Jesus told the lawyer a story.
Once upon a time, there was a political lobbyist for the Ultra Liberal Agenda Group who flew to Washington D.C. for a very important political debate. Once again, the Liberal Lobbyist squared off against his archenemy—the lobbyist from the Ultra Conservative Agenda Group, a man whom he loathed and despised. As soon as the debate was over, he headed for the airport to fly home to Jericho City for his son’s birthday party. 
This plan, however, was interrupted by a dense fog descending upon the city. All flights were canceled, and by the time he made his way through the long line at the rental car agency all the cars were gone except one—a Suburban. It went against his environmentally conscientious ethic to drive an SUV, but he had promised his son he would be home for his birthday. Reluctantly, he said, “I’ll take it.” That’s when he reached for his wallet, and that’s when he realized he didn’t have his credit card. Fortunately, he had just enough cash to cover the rental fee plus deposit. After giving the cashier all the money he had, he was off to pick up his car.
But horror of horrors, as the drop-off bus pulled up to the rental car, he saw that some prankster had put an All Lives Matter sticker on the car. Against his own ethics, he got in the car and headed home. Sixty miles down the road, however, his car stalled. And it began to snow. The temperature started dropping rapidly. And there were no other cars on the road.
After an hour, a member of Green Peace came along. He saw an SUV pulled over on the side of the road, and he said to himself, “Serves that gas guzzler right!” And he drove on by. An hour later, another democrat drove up. Seeing the All Lives Matter sticker, she drove away as well. Finally, after 5 hours, as the man was beginning to fear for his life, another car approached. But horror of horrors, it was his archenemy from the political debate. The conservative Republican pulled over and offered the Democrat a ride. He drove him to a truck stop, bought him a warm meal and hot coffee. And he gave the mechanic his credit card and said, “Whatever it takes to get his car running, just put it on my bill.” And he drove away.

Then Jesus asked the Lawyer. “Which one of these three drivers was a neighbor to the man on the side of the road?”
And the Lawyer reluctantly replied, “Well, I suppose the one who showed mercy.”

And Jesus replied, “If you want to serve me in bringing in the Kingdom of God, then in all of your relationships go and do likewise.”

Right about now, there are some of you who probably want to stand up and cheer, and there are probably some of you who wish you were in this building so you could throw a hymnbook at me. It all depends on whether your political meter leans left or right. In all probability, some of you are going to tell me that you really liked this sermon and the way I put it to those Democrats. But it’s critical for you to understand that I could have just as easily reversed this sermon. It could have been a lawyer from the Republican National Convention that approached Jesus, and in that case Jesus would have told a parable about an ultra-conservative man whose car broke down and was rescued by an ultra-liberal Samaritan.

Get the idea? Whatever group of people you despise, whatever group of people you disdain, whatever group of people you believe are lowest on God’s list of approved people—that’s your Samaritan.
My friends, we are living in a time of great polarization, each group looking with disdain upon the other. Each group distorting the other’s words, each group distorting the other’s intentions, each group distorting the other’s actions, each group completely confident that they and they alone hold ultimate truth in their hands, and both groups positive that there is nothing the other has to say that’s worth hearing.

How did we get this way? How can we move forward? How can we change the way we see the world and all the people God put in it? Who will save us?

Ellsworth Kalas points out that hearing the Parable of the Good Samaritan from the perspective of the man in the ditch is important because it helps us understand something important about how we are saved. For you and I have good reason to understand this story from that perspective, 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. So great, in fact, that 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, and eventually, they beat us and leave us half-dead. And their attack is such that, unless help comes, we will surely 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 the ancient scripture that 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 by 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 that we can never in any way 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; and 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. Teach us 

humility, that we might accept mercy. And help us, Lord, to begin seeking the face of Christ in all our neighbors—which means seeking the face of Christ in everyone. Amen.

David A. Cagle

November 15, 2020
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