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Amos 7:7-17; Psalm 82; Colossians 1:1-14; Luke 10:25-37

The parable of the Good Samaritan shows us that it is not enough to know the Lord’s ways if we do not act upon them in our lives as well.  The ultimate keeping of God’s laws and God’s ways is first and foremost showing indiscriminate love and compassion.
You might remember from last week’s gospel that the seventy were sent out to work for the Kingdom.  Well, they have returned in high spirits from their missionary travels, and Jesus has blessed them for their understanding, when a lawyer comes forward to test Jesus.  The exchange between them takes on a bit of an adversarial tone, as the lawyer asks questions not for information or understanding, but to gain an advantage over Jesus, or to take him up short.

It's not the first time and probably won’t be the last time that a lawyer presents a trick question.  It’s the kind of question in which any kind of an answer will pose still further problems. “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”  Right away we know that this man was a Pharisee, because the Pharisees believed in eternal life, while some others like the Sadducees did not.  Jesus could tell that this man was an astute student of the law so he asked him: “What is written?” In other words, you tell me.  
The lawyer had the right answer. He said: “You shall love the Lord your God with all of your heart and soul and mind and strength and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  Jesus says:  “Excellent.  You are correct.   Do this and you shall live.”  

The question had been asked and the answer given.  You would think that the man would be pleased and go home.  But lawyers are never happy with simple answers.  A lawyer’s mindset and responsibility are to define the limits of liability.  So, he asks Jesus, “WHO is my neighbor?”  In other words, where does my responsibility STOP?  Who exactly am I responsible for?”  “How shall I recognize the person I am OBLIGATED to love?”  Jesus tells a story so that the lawyer must again work for his answer.

A certain rich man was going from Jerusalem to Jericho.  We can surmise that this man was probably a Jew because this was a road going right through the heart of Judea.  He had probably been up to Jerusalem to worship and now he’s going back to the City of Palm Trees, via the Jericho Road.

The Jericho Road was a notoriously thief-infested stretch of rocky mountain road, a long, lonely seventeen miles punctuated by caves and danger.  Since the road was often traveled by religious pilgrims and businessmen, and because it was crooked and winding, robbers hung out on the road, lying in wait for prey.  In fact, the route was so well known for thievery that it had been nicknamed “The Bloody Pass.”   By the time a traveler rounded a bend the bandits could jump out and the traveler had no chance to escape.  
The particular traveler in Jesus’ story falls victim.  He is ambushed, robbed, beaten, stripped of anything of value, and left to die in his own blood.  The first two travelers to pass by were a Jewish priest and a Levite.  Both of these men were privileged members of the religious order.  Yet both “passed by on the other side” of the road to avoid dealing with the 
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unfortunate man.  They wanted to avoid ritual contamination from what appeared to be a dead body.  Good keepers of the law…but lacking in the Law of Love that Jesus teaches.

The third traveler who comes along is a Samaritan.  A bit of historical background at this point is helpful.  There were several centuries of conflict between Samaritans and Jews, beginning with the Assyrian occupation in 722 B.C.  During the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, the Samaritans opposed the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem, and centered their worship around the shrine on Mt. Gerizim.  
Over the centuries other points of dispute over theology and liturgy evolved, which resulted in enmity, distrust, and very limited contact between the two groups.  Yet they were all believers, all children of Abraham.  (Sound familiar?)   Jesus has very intentionally used a Samaritan in the story to make his teaching point even more poignant and controversial, rather than just an example of good works.

The Samaritan, “moved with pity,” tends the man’s wounds and takes him to a nearby inn.  The next morning before leaving, he pays the innkeeper to continue caring for the man and even promises to pay any additional cost on his return journey.

Jesus asks the plucky lawyer which of the three travelers was a neighbor to the man who was attacked.  When the lawyer replies, “The one who showed him mercy,” Jesus tells him to “Go and do likewise.”

We don’t know who this Samaritan was.  We don’t know who the victim was.  It doesn’t matter.  Jesus is pointing out that our neighbor is ANYONE who needs help and compassion that we have the means to supply.  Living this way transcends cultural, social, ethnic, gender, political, and religious boundaries, as we see in Jesus’ story.  
The Samaritan, who would have been considered a heretic, an outsider, by the very man he helped, is in fact, a superior example of Jewish morality.  Interestingly, those we would expect to show mercy did not.  As a result, their religion was useless.  They aren’t “those who obey God’s commandments with their whole being,” nor should they expect God to prosper them in all they do because they are so pure.  They don’t get it!

The point that Luke is making is not who is my neighbor, but rather who is NOT my neighbor, and the answer is NO ONE.  There is no one who is not my neighbor when it comes to showing the love and compassion of God.  Perhaps the victim is Jerry Falwell and the Good Samaritan is a gay young man.  Or perhaps the victim is a Muslim Palestinian, and the Good Samaritan is a Zionist Jew.  Or maybe the victim is the local town loser, drunk and drug addict, and the Good Samaritan is a woman who for years had been abused by her alcoholic father and then an alcoholic husband.  Maybe the victim is a conservative right winger politically and the Good Samaritan is an illegal immigrant.  We can cite examples all day, upping the ante as we go, but the command to show compassion is the same!
People of religious orientation have always struggled between the issues of compassion and mercy on one hand, and righteousness and the law on the other.  Think of the implications for the Kingdom of God in our midst.  Think of the implications for world peace.  Think of the 
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implications for personal peace and integrity, for healing in the world, for unity in the church, for living into the Kingdom, for pleasing God! 
On a continuum with compassion and mercy on one end and righteousness and the Law on the other end, as your priest I will always err on the side of compassion and mercy.  It’s worth the sacrifice that I might be wrong in the eyes of some people, because I know in my heart I will be right in the eyes of God.  Why?  Because that’s what Jesus the Christ of God did for me.
Albert Nolan writes in Jesus Before Christianity, “What we need to understand is how it is that all our human institutions are sacrificial in some form or other, sacrificial in the old sense of leaving someone else out or even *killing them.  The old way of sacrifice is actually our human means of communion, of having community.  
“We bind ourselves together in groups at the expense of someone we leave out or even kill (and there are manly ways we kill that don’t result in physical death).   In order to do that, in order to leave someone out or even kill them, we have to do the opposite of Jesus’ compassion.  We have to deny them their humanity, to deny that they are brothers or sisters in our human family with us…

“Jesus comes to teach us the opposite to empower us to live the opposite.  Instead of denying anyone’s humanity, he moves us to be compassionate toward them.  How?  He himself became like that man in the road.  He let himself be victim to the violence and denial of our sacrificial games.  
 “And so Jesus is also the Good Samaritan.  He has compassion for us by becoming the man lying dead in the road, by becoming the victim of our games.  And God his Father jumps in with the power of life, the power of creation, the power of the Holy Spirit, to raise him up again that we might continue to learn from him, that we might continue to be fed by him with his own body and blood, that we might be empowered to go and do likewise.”

This morning two new lives enter the community of faith as we baptize Kiera Michelle Linares and Madison Faith Ross.  I pray that they will find the Church to be a place of compassion, love and mercy as they begin their Christian faith journey.  I pray that as they grow in their life of faith that they will live into their baptismal covenant and follow Jesus’ teaching to go and do likewise.  
� Paul J. Nuechterlein, Redemption Lutheran Church, Wauwatosa, Wisconsin, Synthesis (July 11, 2004).





