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Luke 10.25-37 
25 Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. † “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do 
to inherit eternal life?”  26 He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you 
read there?”  27 He answered, “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 neighbor as yourself.”  28 And he said to him, “You have given the right 
answer; do this, and you will live.”  
29 But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”  30 

Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the 
hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half 
dead.  31 Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, 
he passed by on the other side.  32 So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place 
and saw him, passed by on the other side.  33 But a Samaritan while traveling came 
near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity.  34 He went to him and 
bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his 
own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him.  35 The next day he took 
out two denarii, † gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him; and 
when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.’  36 Which of these 
three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the 
robbers?”  37 He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go 
and do likewise.”  

 
I know that we have heard this parable, this story of the Good Samaritan many 
times. But, we have always heard it or read it or heard a sermon on it in terms of 
stereotypes. There are three bad guys, the lawyer, the priest and the Levite. There 
is one good guy, the Samaritan. 
One of my favourite authors, William Bausch has a different slant on these 
characters. One, which I want to share with you, today. Because, it is time to 
rescue this gospel from that stereotype because, the story has something different 
to say. It has something quite contemporary to say, because it is dealing with 
ethical and moral issues. 
First, we have the lawyer, who is a good guy. He is not trying to entrap Jesus, nor 
is he trying to make a fool of him. For the day, what he was doing was quite 
acceptable. Jesus was an itinerant rabbi. Just like a teacher, he would draw people 
to him, including lawyers. They would pose questions to him in order to draw 
wisdom from him. Much as they would do in university and theological faculties 
today. The lawyer was simply asking a standard question: “what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?” Jesus tosses his answer out to his audience, like a good 
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teacher. He says, “We have some ethical and moral issues that are not that clear, so 
let us think about them”. Then, using a good teaching technique, he illustrates his 
point by telling them a story of a man who is mugged and left for dead. 
The first person on the scene was the priest. Now, we are used to thinking of the 
priest, in this parable, as an insensitive person. But, we must remember that, in 
those days, the priest was charged with ministering to the people and offering the 
sacrifice in the temple.  He was the people’s social security, welfare and health 
services, all in one. He was responsible for the care of the people. To do that, he 
was bound by ritual laws and there were certain things that could prevent him from 
doing his job. One of those was that if he came within thirty steps of the dead or 
touched a dead body, he was made ritually unclean. He would, therefore not be 
able to do his job. If it were a non-Jew, he could not even think of going near him 
because to the Jews of that time, only another Jew could be called a neighbour. 
When you see the priest in this light, you can understand his reluctance to go near 
the man who was mugged and left for dead.  
He was faced with an ethical and moral question. “If I go over and just turn the 
body over with my foot to make certain he is not dead, and I become ritually 
unclean, then what good am I to the rest of my people? I cannot help them, I 
cannot service them. Many people will be hurt or disenfranchised if I touch this 
body. The man is dead anyway. What more could I do? 
Most of the people listening to this story in the first century would agree with the 
priest’s decision. Why should he jeopardize so many people by touching a dead 
body, which he could not help anyway? 
But Jesus opens the door to the possibility that the priest made a wrong ethical 
decision. He suggests that the decision was a good one, but there was a better one. 
Even though there were real legal issues here, which the priest had to consider, 
there were other elements of the situation that had to be considered, as well. Jesus 
offered compassion and love as factors that might influence the priest’s decision 
and his moral quandary. The priest was only following the rules as he knew them 
and Jesus came along and said, “There may be other ways to measure conduct. 
This is not unlike so many situations we and others face every day. Doing business 
today, any business, can put tremendous pressure on people. The result is that they 
are often forced to act in ways that are inhumane and not in the public’s good. In 
order to close the deal, in order to close the contract, in order to meet deadlines, 
people are often sacrificed. People are treated as objects and pawns – and it is 
considered good business. But Jesus raises the ethical question: “But are good 
business and sensibleness the only measurements?” Compassion does not always 
make economic sense. But that is the way love is.  
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Love does not always make sense. 
The priest’s dilemma is our dilemma everyday. When we must choose what is 
good for business but bad for human beings, we need to look for a better solution. 
It is a moral dilemma. The parable of the Good Samaritan is challenging, “But 
Christians should have another measurement besides common sense. It should be 
compassion.” 
The next good guy to come along is the Levite. He was not a priest. He was one of 
the temple functionaries, more like a member of the parish council or a deacon or a 
Warden. He knew the priest had traveled ahead of him down this road and was just 
a short distance ahead of him. When he saw the man lying beside the road, he says 
to himself, quite rightly, “The priest went by and he did not do anything and he did 
not think it was necessary to stop. And the priest is the priest, and he knows more 
than I do, and he is the boss. Why should I stop?” which is very good sense. 
As you can see, there is another contemporary problem here. The Levite did not 
have authority. He deferred to the man who did, the priest. If the person in 
authority over you makes a decision, then you just follow orders. That is 
reasonable, is it not? But Jesus comes along and says, “ if you and I as Christians 
continue to use that excuse, then we will continue to have concentration camps, we 
will continue to have Guantanamo’s and Afghanistan’s. You will continue to have 
people who look the other way and say I am not in charge. 
Jesus says, “That is not good enough.” This Levite is not a bad Levite. In fact, he is 
very sensible in saying, “if my boss did not bother, why should I?” But Jesus 
challenges, “There has got to be a better measurement than that.” 
Finally, we have the Samaritan. He identified with the body lying there because 
that was, figuratively, himself. He was an outcast, the lowest of the low in that 
society. 
As an aside, the Samaritans were descended from the original Hebrew people. In 
fact, they worshipped in the same manner as the Jewish people, using the same 
Hebrew bible, the Old Testament. In the sixth Century before Christ, when the 
Temple in Jerusalem was torn down and the Jews were exiled to Babylon, the 
Samaritans were the ones who remained living in the boonies around Jerusalem. 
The Jews, who went into exile, came back a very elite people who had decided that 
anyone other than they, were impure and were outcasts. This included the once 
Hebrew people – the Samaritans - who had not gone into exile. 
The Jews of the first century hated the Samaritan and considered him unclean. 
Whether he helped or not would not change his status with the Jews. By this story, 
Jesus raises the whole issue of prejudice. And that would make the audience very 
uncomfortable and would challenge them. Jesus comes back to the question, “Now 
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who was the neighbour to the one that was robbed?” Reluctantly, the lawyer says 
that it must be the Samaritan but his legal mind says the priest and the Levite were 
right. And Jesus has to agree with that. As far as they went, they were right. But 
what Jesus proposes is that we have to go further. Jesus’ challenge to his society 
and to our society is that we must go further. 
That is what is in this gospel. It challenges us about ethics and morals. It is a 
gospel that says that compassion comes over the rule, and love is over the law, and 
integrity is over authority. To live that way is profoundly Christ-like life.  
Most of us accommodate, don’t we? Most of excuse our behaviour and say “that is 
someone else’s job.” “That is not my responsibility”. Most of us plead good 
common sense, like the priest. But the radical ness of the gospel says that we do 
not, or should not, live like other people. It is a beautiful and costly thing to be a 
Christian. 
If we were the priest, as good as he was because he followed the rules, we should 
have, in this instance, said, “The hell with the rules” and show compassion. If we 
were the Levite, good man that he was, we should not hide behind the excuse that 
“I do not have the authority”. Jesus says, “You have to jeopardize something to be 
a disciple.” 
 “The next time you hear the story of the Good Samaritan, listen with different 
ears. Do not accept the old stereotypes of two bums and one good guy. Because 
that lets us off the hook. They are fine, upstanding, honest people. But, they are all 
challenged by Jesus to go beyond the law, to go beyond authority and to come 
down to that level which expresses itself in compassion, and invites all of us to be 
Good Samaritans.” 
 

-The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
Sources:; Herbert O’Driscoll, The Word Among Us; William J. Bausch,  A World 
of Stories; John Dominic Crossan, The Power of Parable. 
 
 


