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The Wrong End of the Definition 
Preached by Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
March 18, 2018 

Fifth Sunday in Lent 
 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 41:1-3 
Happy are those who consider the poor; 
the LORD delivers them in the day of trouble.  
The LORD protects them and keeps them alive;  
they are called happy in the land.  
You do not give them up to the will of their enemies.  
The LORD sustains them on their sickbed;  
in their illness you heal all their infirmities.  
 
Gospel Reading: Luke 10: 25-37 
Just then a man learned in the law of Moses stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “What must I do to inherit 
eternal life?”  
Jesus said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?”  
The man 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.”  
 
Jesus said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”  
But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 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. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So 
likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while traveling 
came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 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. 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.’ Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands 
of the robbers?”  
 
The man said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
Sermon:  The Wrong End of the Definition  
 This encounter between a man learned in the law of Moses and Jesus appears in the gospels of Matthew, Mark 
and Luke.   The man's question varies slightly from gospel to gospel, but the conclusion is the same.   Yet Luke offers 
some significant differences.  His gospel is the only one where the man answers his own question and answers it 
correctly.   It is also the only place in all the one hundred fifty-four references to neighbors in both the Hebrew and 
Greek Scriptures where someone asks for clarification about who is their neighbor.      

It is with that question, that Luke introduces this lovely parable we refer to as "The Good Samaritan."   It is one 
of those stories that has survived the cultural decrease in Biblical literacy and most people at least understand the 
scriptural reference.  It is easy to remember and is so straightforward – two presumed "good guys" – religious 
authorities pass by a crime victim without offering assistance and the one considered to be unclean, a religious heretic 
and a social outcast, stops.  It's so straightforward; we almost have to wonder why Jesus bothers to tell it.   

On its surface the parable might lead us to shift our focus from defining our neighbors in an ever-expanding 
circle of those we think need us –a form of identity religion—to considering how we might BE neighbors.   It might even 
lead us to say, "Hah!  Look what happens when you condemn a group of people for what they believe or practice.   You 
miss what they might offer to the community."  Those would be two nice outcomes and may be ours on another day.   
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But today, I'd like us to look a little deeper.  It's not my experience of Jesus' teaching that he was the Prince of Easy 
Answers and the portrayer of two dimensional characters.  His parables were layered stories inviting introspection and 
growth—not smug affirmation.  So let's look at this one again.   

The first character is clearly the one in need—the crime victim.  We'll come back to him.  
The next two are the priest and the Levite, who, as we know so well, passed by on the other side.  We will take 

them together, as all we know about both of them is that they are religious authorities with responsibilities for providing 
for the right worship of God.   They saw the man lying there and they had decisions to make. 

It was a not unknown ruse that one of a band of robbers might appear injured, luring the unsuspecting victim 
closer, so that the would-be rescuer would be fallen upon.               

They might have been unable to determine from their distance if the man was alive.   Touching a dead body 
would have made them ritually unclean and therefore unable to carry out their worship responsibilities.  The same 
would occur if they touched his wounds.  They had to decide between two conflicting duties and we know what choice 
they made – a choice that has lived in infamy ever since.   

Before we condemn them yet again, let's think about choosing between duty and duty.   In January, Moderator 
Dave DeHority and I had to decide between the gathering of the community and the worship of God and concern for the 
safety of our membership, hazardous weather conditions and what is often a hazardous parking lot.    Two conflicting 
duties and it doesn’t matter what we decided—some would have disagreed with the duty we chose over the duty we 
didn't. 

Those conflicts are not limited to worship and to people with religious leadership responsibilities.   Day after 
day, every one of us chooses between obligations to spouse and to children, to a typical child and a child with special 
needs, to parents and to spouse; between obligations to work and to family; to church and to family; to God and to 
country.  Every day, we choose between duty and duty with our presence, our money, our prayers, our effort, all that we 
have and are.  Sometimes people tell us and sometimes they don't, but we are not unaware that for every decision we 
make, someone somewhere would have us make a different one.   We are not choosing between evil and good; we are 
choosing between good and good.   Remembering that, perhaps we might judge the priest and the Levite a little more 
leniently than we have in the past. 
 Then there is the Samaritan – the clear hero of the story, and we're not going to smudge his image.   We might 
reflect a little on what his dilemmas must have been.  Like everyone else, he would have known of robbers' wayside 
trickery to catch unsuspecting victims.  He would have known that he was considered an outcast, a religious heretic and 
ritually unclean by the man who had fallen to robbers.   He might have been tempted to pass by because of the position 
held by the faithful – "If you think that little of me, why should I help you?"  He faced potential humiliation if the crime 
victim was in any condition to reject his aid because of the chasm between them.  He overcame all that and offered aid.   
We can hold him in the high esteem we always have.   We might even be tempted to put ourselves in his place – if we 
could imagine and would allow ourselves to be perceived as a social outcast, ritually unclean and a religious heretic by 
the dominant culture.  He can still be the hero – but we might want to think about whether or not we really want to be 
him.  
 Now let's return to the victim of the crime.  He may or may not have known of those who passed him by and 
had angry or disappointed feelings about that.  But what did he feel when he discovered who had helped him—a 
Samaritan, someone who was a religious heretic, ritually unclean and a social outcast?  (Yes, I am going to keep saying it 
until we get it.)  We may have the fond illusion that he thought, "Oh Samaritans aren't so bad after all.  I'll tell everyone 
in my village."   

I suspect his response evidenced a little more humanity.  What would we feel like to be saved by someone we 
believed to be ritually unclean, a social outcast and a religious heretic?  In our progressive congregation, I'll give us a 
waiver on a "religious heretic" although I've heard every one of us talk about "other Christians. :-)   But there are people 
we believe are unclean or should be social outcasts, even if they aren't. 

What would we feel like if we collapsed rushing to an appointment downtown and awoke to be told we were 
given mouth to mouth resuscitation by a meth addict with open sores?  What if that was our Samaritan? 

What if our daughter was mugged under a broken lot light at Destiny Mall and we were told the person who 
found her and covered her and called for help was Matt Lauer or Harvey Weinstein?  What if one of them was her 
Samaritan?  

What if our spouse needed a kidney and the person who offered one was a convicted murderer?  What if that 
was our Samaritan? 
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What if we were raising money for a good cause and found that a major donor, whose name we put on the 
library wall or who gave a sick child a wish or sponsored a concert, provided the funds from an Albany pay-to-play 
scheme?  What if that was our Samaritan? 

The truth is, the closest most of us will get to one of those scenarios is having to thank an in-law whose politics 
make us crazy or being grateful to someone who surprised us with kindness when we expected to be annoyed.   

But we don't help ourselves to develop as Christians if we think the only person we can be in that parable is the 
Samaritan – and that that role would be easy; if we think our only challenge is to wrestle with a definition of neighbor 
and figure out if we are holding the right or the wrong end of it?    

Maybe the real problem Jesus had with the question of the man knowledgeable in the law of Moses was that he 
was looking for an easy answer.    Maybe the problem he would have for us is that we often think the easy answers are 
only for someone else, where our decisions are understandably more nuanced.    

Maybe, the command to "Go and do likewise" means to go into a messy world, making decisions each day 
between duty and duty, knowing that the roles will change – sometimes we will be the people who pass by; sometimes 
the ones who stop; sometimes the ones who need help and may or may not be grateful for it.  Maybe the charge is to go 
into the world, a faithful people, not looking for easy answers, not looking for right answers, but for faithful ones in each 
moment and circumstance.   
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                        

Loving God:  As we draw near to you in prayer, we ask that we might feel your touch in the sensitive places of 
our lives—that both our tender joys and aching pain might know Your presence. 

As we see our children take their first stumbling steps or hear them utter their first stuttering words; as they 
come home from school, faces aglow with a new skill acquired; as they struggle tongue between the teeth to accomplish 
a difficult task or weep brokenheartedly at the loss of a first love, we give You thanks, Lord. We give You thanks for these 
gifts among us, the children of our homes and our community of faith.  We ask that in our thanksgiving, we might find 
the energy to reach out to all Your children in the world, that each child might live out their created potential and each 
parent might know the joy of seeing it.  Let us identify the childlike opportunities for growth, even in those of us who are 
tempted to think of ourselves as all grown up.  Help us to work together so that through us people will lie down in 
shelter, nourished with food and with a sense of Your caring presence in their lives.   

Lord, even as we celebrate the growth and potential in us and all around us, we lament the limits of our abilities.  
We grind our teeth in frustration at bodies that no longer do what we expect; we grieve minds that no longer can name 
loved ones; we weep for those whose chair at our table is empty; we struggle to understand a world that prays for peace 
and goes to war in a hundred places; we wonder where our nation's leaders will come from to help us wrestle with the 
enormous and complex tasks before us.  Lord, fill us with Your Spirit and grant us Your strength and undergirding 
presence.  Open our eyes to the needs of our neighbors and help us to reach out in compassion and faith.  Guide us that 
we may look inside ourselves and at our community of faith, for the things the world needs.  In all things, Lord, through 
us and in us, work Your purposes for wholeness and health.  All this we pray in the name of Your Son, who taught us to 
pray together...        
                         

 

                      


