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As you all may know, my husband and I worked in “the law” before embracing our

callings to the priesthood. I was a certified paralegal, and Jim was and is a lawyer, a

recovering lawyer, he says. Every time the lectionary gives us a story of a lawyer being

educated by our Lord I always know that Jesus is speaking to us directly. There was a

time when lawschool was not necessarily a given in educating attorneys. You could

“read” the law with an accomplished lawyer to learn all you needed to practice, that and

passing the Bar exam, of course.

In Luke’s Gospel a lawyer questioned what was necessary to inherit eternal life, Jesus

asked him what was written in the law and what he had read there. Supposedly this

lawyer had “read” Mosaic Law; perhaps he was even accomplished at interpreting the

commandments. Being an expert in the interpretation of Jewish law, he had likely heard

that Jesus was extending his mission to the Gentiles – to non-Jews. The lawyer wanted to

know – just how far he had to go to inherit eternal life – what way of life would be

guaranteed to satisfy God? As he so often did, Jesus answered a question with a question.

He said: “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” The lawyer had read the

law, had studied the books of the law, Deuteronomy and Leviticus, and he responded

rightly, “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.” Jesus too

demonstrated the true understanding of Mosaic law. He too referred to the Hebrew Bible,

and he expanded the law from Deuteronomy (6:4-5) and Leviticus (19:18) commanding

the lawyer to do this and he would live. [See also Micah 6:8, Isaiah 33:15-16, 56:1, and

Amos 5:14-15 for other summaries of the law.] The world vision in Leviticus 19 stressed

the principle that acts of love are the final requirement of the law and laid out practical

examples of how to live in caring relationships with others. But Leviticus defined your
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neighbour as your fellow Israelite, and later in the same book Leviticus included resident

aliens. Jews debated whether all Jews were their neighbours, or just some. And were

aliens who converted to their way of life to be included, would they inherit eternal life

too? And what about those other people. Non-Jews? The lawyer wanted to adhere to the

letter of the law, so he asked “And who is my neighbour?” Isn’t it the people next door,

Jews, people just like me? In answer, Jesus told the parable of the good Samaritan. Luke

alone gives us the Good Samaritan story, a parable that not only explained the letter of

the law but also the spirit of the law.
A man was attacked by robbers while he went down from Jerusalem to Jericho.

He was watching his footing as he journeyed. This road drops about a Km in 19
Km (that is 3300 feet in 12 miles). Having just returned from presiding at the
marriage of two parishioners at Mount Seven just south of Golden, BC, the second
highest spot in all of Canada, I can appreciate walking down an incline. It is
infinitely more difficult to walk down a step slope than to go up. The traveler must
have been paying close attention to his next step when the thieves jumped him,
stripped him, beat him, and left him for dead. Without his clothing that would have
identified him as to his status in society he became simply a man in need, neither an
Israelite nor an alien. We can speculate that the priest, who was a member of the
Jewish religious leadership, and the Levite, who assisted the priests in the Temple,
both thought the man dead. And they refused to come near him – and certainly
could not touch him – lest they become ritually impure. Although if they were
going to Jericho, they had no need of maintaining their cleanliness since they were
not on their way to the Temple in Jerusalem. But Jesus did not go there; what was
important to him was that they did nothing for the wounded man – nothing. Only
the Samaritan, an outcast for social and religious reasons, responded with love, love
of his neighbour.

Samaritans inhabited the central hill country on the border of Galilee on the north and

Judea on the south. Their religious life was centered on the temple on Mt. Gerizim rather

than Jerusalem. While they too used the same holy books, the first five books of the



3 of 4

Bible, they rejected the reading of salvation history of the Jews that was centered in the

Temple at Jerusalem. The animosity between Jews and Samaritans in well documented.

And yet, the Samaritan went to the injured man, disinfected and put ointment on his

wounds. Then he put him on his own horse and took him to an inn and cared for him

there. When his obligations required him to leave the recovering man, the good

Samaritan left money to cover the man’s needs and promised to come back and pay the

remainder of the bill.

What stands out to me in Luke’s summary of the law and the explanation using the

story of the good Samaritan is the command to hear and do the word of God. We might

wonder, as the lawyer did, what are the limits of our duty to our neighbour? How far

must we go to ensure entrance into God’s kingdom? Jesus explained that behind the law

is the commandment to love all people. And there seemed to be no end to the love that

the good Samaritan gave to the man who had been overtaken by robbers. The lawyer

must have thought that an awfully high standard to live into. We might think the same.

The lawyer must have been sorry that he asked the question. The parable embraced the

spirit of the law, rather than the letter of the law. And implicit in Jesus’s answer to the

question “And who is my neighbour?” is a call to Christian action. We are called not only

to hear and understand the word of God but to act on it, loving our neighbour as

ourselves. But I fear that the parable of the good Samaritan has lost much of its affect on

us 21st century hearers of the story. We know that the Samaritan is “good” and the priest

and the Levite are the “bad guys” on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho. The parable

does not seem to inform us as it might those that Jesus was teaching. We expect the

Samaritan to act compassionately. If Jesus were to teach us in a parable today, he might

need to reverse the roles:

A woman of means was traveling in the Holy Land. She became separated from her

husband and friends in a bazaar, haggling over the price of a trinket, and missed the bus

that was to take her from Jerusalem to their next destination. She was certain that her tour

guide would turn around and come back for her, but then she was concerned that perhaps
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her husband and friends would assure him that she was so self-sufficient that she would

get transportation and catch up with them at the next stop. Although she had been warned

against taking the local taxis, she hailed a cab and instructed the driver to take her to the

next stopover that was on the itinerary. The road was paved, although it was in disrepair

from long years of travel by vehicles of war. Indeed there were burned out tanks littering

the landscape. As soon as the cab got to the deserted outskirts of the city, the driver

stopped and pushed her out of the cab. He took her valuables, her purse, and shopping

bag. She fell to the ground as he turned around and drove back towards Jerusalem. She

was disheveled and did not have her hat and light jacket, the only protection she had from

the sun. She began to walk the steep road. She didn’t think that her injuries were severe,

but her ankle was bleeding and swollen and after only a few minutes she knew she could

not keep walking. She was afraid of appearing like a Palestinian beggar, but finally she

had to sit down in the dust by the side of the road. She prayed for someone to come to her

aid before she died of thirst and exposure – she prayed for a good Samaritan to come

along. She saw a light blue Humvee approach – it had to be part of the UN delegation. It

slowed but when the driver saw her it sped up and continued on its way. After what

seemed like a long while later she saw a car slow down and recognized the priest who

had led services at the church in Jerusalem, but to her surprise he just sped up and passed

her by as well. Some time later a local man did stop to help her. He gently put her in his

car. She cried and called him her good Samaritan. He said, no, he was not from that part

of the West Bank. She learned that he was Muslim, but had become interested in learning

about Christianity and was reading the New Testament in secret. He was intrigued by this

man Jesus who taught his followers with riddles and parables. They did catch up with the

tour, but the entire trip had taken on new meaning to the woman – and her good

Samaritan as well. I don’t think I need to ask who was the neighbour to this woman.

The good Samaritan parable – whether Jesus’s version or my attempt at a 21st century

one – speaks directly to us. We are called to love God and love our neighbour as

ourselves – to be compassionate, to offer mercy to our neighbour. Let us go and do
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likewise.


