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I meet with Christian friends from different churches and denominations on
a regular basis. These gatherings are usually around a fast-food breakfast,
or a lunch of burritos enchilada style, or a great cup of coffee. If you think
food is just a United Methodist thing, it’s not.

In some of these meetings, we read scripture and share our thoughts,
concerns, and questions as we read God’s Word. In other meetings, we talk
about hot-button social topics and how they relate to Christianity.  There is
a broad range of viewpoints, and it requires a lot of trust and vulnerability
to discuss. There is an occasional topic we do not agree on, but I can say
there is a common theme with all of us—we strive to be closer to Jesus
Christ and to bring others to Jesus.

In one of these discussions we got into the differences between Christian
denominations, and the distractive energy these differences can absorb,
when as Christians we need to be pouring our energy into keeping the
“main thing the main thing,” Jesus Christ. More specifically, ensuring we are
not turning people away from Jesus Christ.

What strikes me, is of the mission and vision statements I’ve read from
different Christian denominations is their similarity. Here are few examples:
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● To be and to share the Good News of Jesus Christ, witnessing, loving,
and serving from our doorsteps “to the ends of the earth.”

● As a convention of churches, our missional vision is to present the
Gospel of Jesus Christ to every person in the world and to make
disciples of all the nations.

● Bring God to all people and all people to God.
● To make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transformation of the world.

That last statement I read is from the United Methodist Church. What I like
about our mission statement is that it gives the what: “to make disciples of
Jesus Christ,” and the why: “for the transformation of the world.”

Where we seem to break down, as Christians, is the how.

Here is where we continue our journey through Luke. Today we’re going
deep into the parable of the Good Samaritan, through a variety of
perspectives, where Jesus gives us insight into how to be Christian.

Last week, Lori’s message centered on the 70 disciples Jesus sent ahead to
the towns and places he planned to visit. Upon returning, the disciples
joyfully reported how even the demons obeyed them in the name of Jesus.
They had a tremendous amount of success healing the sick, casting out
demons, and spreading the Good News. At this moment there was joy for
Jesus, the disciples and those receiving the Good News that ALL have access
to the kingdom of God.

Here is where we start our journey into the Parable of the Good Samaritan
with Luke 10, verse 25. I will be reading from the New Revised Standard
Version.

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?”
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Let’s stop there for a moment. A lawyer is a religious scholar, an expert in
the Jewish scriptures; an expert in the letter of each of the 600+ laws. And
this lawyer is standing up in front of the crowd to test Jesus, or to show-off
his knowledge of scripture.  Regardless, Jesus leans into the lawyer’s own
expertise and asks him how he reads or interprets the scriptures. Let’s
move on now to verse 27 and read the lawyer’s response.

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?”

The lawyer is showing off his knowledge of scripture now.  I have always
blown by this portion of scripture, rushing through to the punchline of the
parable, but there is deep and important insight here to explore.

The answer provided by the lawyer is a version of what Jesus is quoted
saying in Matthew and Mark when asked which is the most important
commandment in the law of Moses. Any religious scholar worth their salt
would know the answer Jesus gave is elements of two scriptures,
Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18.

But here is where this story gets interesting in how the lawyer was
‘justifying’ himself as a religious scholar. Let’s read those two verses,
starting with Deuteronomy 6:5.

Deuteronomy 6:5 - You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your might.

That sounds familiar.  Now let’s read Leviticus 19:18.

The Downtown Church 3



Leviticus 19:18 - You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against
any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am
the Lord.

Read the first part of Leviticus 19:18 again: “You shall not take vengeance or
bear a grudge against any of your people.”

I wonder how a Jewish audience read this passage through the first
century? Don’t carry a grudge against any of your people. Did they think:
“Sure, we’ll take care of our tribe, but that OTHER tribe, well, they deserve
what they get?”

How do you define neighbor?  Is this a loophole in the scripture that lets us
choose who we can love, or not love?

Before we hear how Jesus responds to the lawyer, a critical point to note
here is that the Jews and Samaritans were enemies, and they had been for
centuries. They did horrible things to each other. The Jews saw themselves
as pure descendants of Abraham, while they viewed Samaritans a mixed
race produced when Jews from the northern kingdom intermarried with
other peoples after Israel’s exile. I have read some fascinating research on
this topic, with several sources referencing a Jewish proverb that stated, “a
piece of bread given by a Samaritan is more unclean than swine’s flesh.”
Let that sink.

If you want a taste of this relationship, go to Ezra, chapter 4, and read the
story of when the Jews returned from their Babylonian exile. The
Samaritans offered to help rebuild the temple with them in Jerusalem, but
the repatriated Jews rejected that offer. Now, it may be that the Samaritans’
assistance was offered under false pretenses, because they proceeded to
frustrate rebuilding efforts after their help was rejected. But it could also be
that their interference just came from a sense of injured pride. In any case,
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it’s well established that these are two groups of people who really, really
didn’t get along.

We’re almost ready to read the rest of the parable, but there is one last
important component of the Good Samaritan story. It is a prior interaction
between the Samaritans and Jesus. In Luke, chapter 9 verse 51, just 34
verses before the Good Samaritan parable, Luke captures this fascinating
story as Jesus prepares for his journey to Jerusalem.

Again, reading from the NRSV version:

51 When the days drew near for him to be taken up, he set his face
to go to Jerusalem. 52 And he sent messengers ahead of him. On
their way they entered a village of the Samaritans to make ready
for him; 53 but they did not receive him, because his face was set
toward Jerusalem.

54 When his disciples James and John saw it, they said, “Lord, do
you want us to command fire to come down from heaven and
consume them?” 55 But he turned and rebuked them. 56 Then they
went on to another village.

The Samaritans refused to welcome Jewish travelers on their way to
Jerusalem. They were not willing to help. Please note the immediate
response of James and John, the disciples nicknamed the “Sons of Thunder.”
Two of the earliest disciples, who had been with Jesus from the start of his
ministry, and their first gut reaction when snubbed by the Samaritan village
was to consume it with fire.

So here is a summary of the backdrop and events leading up to the Good
Samaritan parable.

● Jews and Samaritans are century-old enemies.

The Downtown Church 5



● Jesus and his disciples are working their way to Jerusalem.
● When they came across a Samaritan village, they were rejected

because they were Jews heading to Jerusalem.
● In response, the Sons of Thunder wanted to command down fire to

consume the Samaritans.
● Jesus had sent out 70 disciples, spreading the Good News and casting

out demons in different villages; they had returned from their
mission.

● And now, in front of a large crowd, a religious lawyer educated on the
600+ laws in scripture asked Jesus how he defines neighbor.

Let’s now read the rest of the story, picking back up on Luke chapter 10,
verse 29.

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

The Downtown Church 6



said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and
do likewise.”

For a Jew hearing this story for the first time, the likely response would have
been: “Wait. What?  A Samaritan?”  But the meaning behind Jesus’ parable
here is quite clear: Treat people kindly, regardless of the tribe you belong
to. Even your enemies.

Talk about a mind-blowing message.

What do you think went through the minds of James and John, “Sons of
Thunder,” as they heard Jesus’ response? They had already been rebuked
once, and now Jesus is lifting up a Samaritan.

What do you think went through the minds of the 70 other disciples who
had just returned experiencing the power of Jesus Christ casting out
demons? The Samaritan was not using the power of Jesus to heal the
traveler or cast out demons. He was using the power of kindness and mercy
coupled with his personal resources to help a fellow human being. Also
note that scripture says, “his heart went out to him.” This went beyond just
being nice to the injured traveler. He showed compassion.

What do you think went through the mind of the lawyer? A lot of sources I
referenced in preparation for today note that the religious scholar could
not even say the word Samaritan, as an example of how much they are
despised. I don’t know if that’s the case; I’d like to think he was focused on
the act of mercy, the answer to his original question and started moving
beyond his arrogance or bigotry.

There is another perspective to consider: the beat-up traveler in the ditch,
who is likely a Jew, accepted the help of the Samaritan. I like what David
Lose wrote from this perspective on the parable:
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“Whether giving help or receiving it, whether in the position of need or
abundance, we are bound to each other in our vulnerability and mortality.
What matters is that we are human, not what tribe or party or group or any
other distinction that may matter to us but can’t be used to reduce our very
humanness, our status as children of God and kin and kindred with each
other.”

So HOW do we get closer to Christ and make disciples of Christ? Through
mercy.

Acting with mercy is a full-contact sport, with all of OUR heart, soul, mind
and strength.

This is a sport we can collectively improve upon as Christians, and for me
there are three components to help grow.

Reflect:  Here is a great exercise to reflect on mercy; placing ourselves as
the different players of the story.

● Can I see myself as the guy in the ditch?  Absolutely. More than once
and I am beyond thankful for the different Good Samaritans that did
not pass me by. This inspires me to be a Good Samaritan.

● Can I relate to the “Sons of Thunder” wanting to reign down a wrath of
fire? Of course. There are certainly times when, after feeling wronged
or slighted, I have wanted to retaliate.

● Can I see myself as the lawyer, so sure of my understanding of
scripture? Yep.

● Can I see myself as the priest or Levite, turning the other way when I
had an opportunity to act with mercy? Yes. There have been times
when a situation seemed too ugly or uncomfortable to jump in, or I
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justified my inaction with the oh-so-convenient phrase “it’s none of
my business.”

● Can I see myself as the Samaritan, the hero of the story, helping
others regardless of their differences, regardless of the cost and
risking ridicule from his own tribe? Of course I can—I mean, we’re all
heros in our own heads, right? On the other side, does the Good
Samaritan give a standard of help that is too hard to follow?  I feel
that too.

But this is the example Jesus gave us to strive for and grow toward, which is
why I think reflection is an important part of being a Christian.  And, as I
reflect on prior incidents in my life, I am leaning in on Jesus to learn what I
should have done, so that I can do better next time.

But why wait?  If there is an opportunity to make amends, showing mercy
retroactively after reflection, then consider doing so to move forward.

Being merciful to prior incidents or in response to new incidents thrown
your way is just half of the equation. As Christians, we need to be actively,
intentionally seeking opportunities to act with mercy.

Seek: There are so many opportunities to give and receive mercy every day:
someone cutting you off in traffic, a polarizing social media comment, or
just about anything to do with politics (family, work, local, national, etc.). In
the loud world of polarization, there is ample opportunity. My hope is that
acting with mercy can move us into the messy middle of polarizing topics,
instead of each side shutting the other down because they belong to
different tribes.

Learn: Finally, to really grow in mercy, I plan to lean even more into my
small groups, both within this church and outside The Downtown Church.
The more we talk and share lessons on acting with mercy, understanding
what that looks like, or how to keep showing mercy when you feel the other
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side does not reciprocate, the better our chances are as Christians to keep
our focus on the main thing: Love God, love neighbor.

Thank you God for your love and grace as we continually learn how to
express love and grace to all that are around us.  Help us embrace everyday
as an opportunity to perform positive and kind acts, knowing that they
multiply and magnify upon each other.  Open our minds to learn from each
other on how to act with mercy during the most difficult of circumstances.
Help remind us that we are ALL children of God, kin and kindred with each
other and bound to each other.  We submit all of this to you .  Amen.

The Downtown Church 10


