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WHAT’S SO GOOD ABOUT THIS SAMARITAN?

The Good Samaritan. It’s part of our everyday language. The Good Samaritan has become a secularized saint.  Hospitals are named after him. Newscasts describe helpers on the road as Good Samaritans. Charity organizations honor special persons with Good Samaritan awards. In our culture today, to be a Good Samaritan means helping once a month in the soup kitchen, stopping to help someone change a flat tire, sacrificing a few Saturdays to help build a Habitat House, and generally doing good for those less fortunate. Even though this is probably the most famous story by Jesus, increasingly fewer and fewer persons are aware that the story comes from Jesus of Nazareth. As a matter of fact, the story is found only in Luke, and Luke never calls the Samaritan “Good.” When we reduce this story to nice people who do good things, we miss the bite, the shock and the threat that Jesus’ story had on the first hearers and on us today. 


Jesus tells this story only after a lawyer--not a trial lawyer but an authority on the Torah (the Jewish law)--asks Jesus a question, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” It’s like a New Testament professor of Baptist Theological Seminary in Richmond asking Jesus a Bible question. “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” Jesus asks.  The lawyer answers, “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.” And Jesus says to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” But wanting to justify himself, he asks Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”  

He is really asking, “Who is not my neighbor?” In other words, “What are the limits of my liability? Whom can I ignore or hate and still be in God’s good graces?” “Who is not my neighbor?” the lawyer asks, and Jesus just tells a story.


Robert Martin Walker, in his Politically Correct Parables 1 (1996, page 4), calls this The Generosity-Gifted Samaritan and tells the story this way: “A male Jewish person was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho on a road where he was likely to meet some morally different persons. In fact, he was soon physically abused by some potential clients of the penal system who invaded his personal space and relieved him of his money. Truly insensitive to his needs, they left him for dead lying beside the road. However, they should not be held responsible for their actions since they were economically and emotionally disadvantaged, having come from dysfunctional families.” 


You know the story. You know that the priest and Levite fail to help the Jewish man on the side of the road and pass by on the other side. According to Jesus he appears to be nearly dead anyway. In the 1987 movie, Princess Bride, the wizard explains, “It just so happens that your friend here is only mostly dead. There's a big difference between mostly dead and all dead.” This man on the side of the road is not all dead but is mostly dead.

I imagine that all the persons that day who heard this story from Jesus knew what the happy ending to the story would be. Perhaps this is a folk tale often told in Jesus’ time. They thought Jesus would announce that a Jewish layperson would respond as the religious paid-professionals would not. They expected a fellow Jew to be a neighbor to another Jew. Such a parable would have answered the lawyer’s question, for he defined “neighbor” as those who look like I look, talk like I talk, and think like I think.


Jesus has the audacity to take this common story of his day and change the ending! The person who acts like a neighbor is not like us but is very different from us. In Jesus’ day the words “good” and “Samaritan” never occurred on the lips of a Jewish person, just like we never hear in our day in the same sentence the words “inexpensive” and “lawyer” or “person of few words” and “preacher.” The New Testament scholar Charles Talbert tells us that this parable makes the despised Samaritan the hero and the Bible-believing-and-obeying priest and Levite the villains. 2 I can just imagine how they responded to Jesus that day. In this well-known parable Jesus questions our neat boundaries of “us” and “them.”
WHAT WILL HAPPEN?

In Summerquest today after this worship service we will be talking about our heroes. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. is one of my heroes and he often preached on this parable about the neighborhood. King points out that we use our imagination to try to determine why the priest and the Levite didn’t stop. Perhaps they had to get on down to Jerusalem so they wouldn’t be late for their church meeting. Perhaps a religious law stated that someone leading a religious ceremonial could touch a human body twenty-four hours before the service. Maybe they were going down to Jericho to organize a “Jericho Road Improvement Association” to deal with the problem from the causal root rather than to get bogged down with an individual effort. We don’t know why they didn’t stop, but each saw him but passed by on the other side.

Dr. King says that these two religious leaders ask, “If I stop and help this man, what will happen to me?” You see, the priest and Levite could have been motivated by fear. The robbers might still be around. The man on the ground could be faking in order to lure others over for a quick beating and robbery. And so the first question of the priest and of the Levite is, “If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?” 

The Samaritan comes along, however, and is moved by pity. Here is that word again that Luke likes to use--splagchna. We translate it “pity” or “compassion,” but it refers to a deep emotion that comes from those organs below the stomach. This Samaritan has a deep, visceral connection with this mostly-dead man on the side of the road. This Samaritan asks a different question—”If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?” Martin Luther King shouts, “That is the question!” 


This story is filled with questions. The Bible-carrying, Bible-believing religious person asks, “Who is my neighbor?” but Jesus turns the question around and asks, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” You have seen the bracelets and the other items with the initials W. W. J. D.? As just about everybody knows by now, the initials ask, “What Would Jesus Do?” So what would Jesus do if he encountered this mostly-dead man on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho? 


Well, it is no accident that Luke tells this story from Jesus as part of the travel narrative when Jesus is deliberately on the road to Jerusalem to fulfill his divine calling to confront the religious authorities there. Luke tells us in 9:51 that Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem and this is the first parable Jesus tells after Luke tells us this about Jesus’ resolute decision. Jesus can still have a fruitful ministry in Galilee. As the oldest child in the family, he is expected to take care of his widowed mother. But Jesus sets his face for Jerusalem. He never worries, “If I go to Jerusalem, what will happen to me?” Instead, Jesus of Nazareth lives his life with the question, “If I do not go to Jerusalem, what will happen to them?” That is the question for Jesus, for Jesus’ disciples and for Jesus’ church. What would Jesus do today? 


What would Jesus want Vienna Baptist Church to do? I am so glad that this story about the Samaritan falls on the day when our Ad-hoc Study Team presents our report to the moderator and to the congregation. I hope that these two questions will shape how Vienna Baptist Church moves into our future. I believe our question is, “If Vienna Baptist Church does not stop to help these people who live around us, what will happen to them?” That is the question!

The last time that Martin Luther King, Jr. preached on this story was April 3, 1968 in the Mason Temple in Memphis, Tennessee. That night he said, “That’s the question before you tonight. Not, ‘If I stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happen to all of the hours that I usually spend in my office every day and every week as a pastor?’ The question is not, ‘If I stop to help this man in need, what will happen to me?’ but ‘If I do not stop to help the sanitation workers, what will happen to them?’ That is the question.” 


Martin Luther King, Jr. then told us of the threats that were out on his life and then he said, “It really doesn’t matter to me now because I’ve been to the mountaintop and have seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you, but I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people will get to the Promised Land. And I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.” 

 
These were King’s last public words. The very next day a bullet took down this great modern prophet. Jesus set his face for Jerusalem.  King set his face for Memphis. Something tragic happened to both. And something tragic could happen to you, to me, or to this church. Doing what Jesus would do is not always the safest choice for me, for you or for us. 

So, which question will direct your life, my life and the life of Vienna Baptist Church? Please ask these two questions with me right now out loud. “If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?” or “If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?” That’s the question. Now go and do what Jesus would do. 
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