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Parables should be pretty familiar territory for Episcopalians.  Far and away, most of the preaching we 

hear on a Sunday morning is from the Gospels.  So we hear the parables often, and this one, which we 

commonly call the parable of the Good Samaritan, is especially familiar.  And while familiarity doesn’t 

necessarily breed contempt, it also doesn’t necessarily breed understanding, so these familiar stories of 

our faith are often worth a closer look.  Parables were one of the favorite teaching tools of Jesus.  They’re 

wonderful, for at least two reasons:  First, they’re wonderful because they are pithy and memorable, and 

they hold our interest and get through to us in ways simple statements of fact do not.  Second, they’re 

wonderful because through familiarity and ambiguity, it’s really easy for us to wiggle out of the “hot seat” 

they created for their original hearers:  “Well, thank God that wasn’t about me!”  

Like anything, when we become too accustomed to the content of the parables, they lose their punch.  

But they needn’t.  They can still speak deeply to us, as all of the scriptures do.   

We know the story so well:  A man was going down from Jerusalem, innocently minding his own business, 

when some violent criminal types jumped him and relieved him of his hard earned capital.  They left him 

bleeding by the side of the road to die.  A priest comes along, hopefully not in a dog-collar, we don’t know, 

but we do know he’s obviously a really bad guy, because he sees our man lying there, and refuses to help, 

because that’s what really bad people do.  He crosses to the other side of the road, goes on his way, and 

presumably doesn’t give it another thought.  Next a Levite comes by, on his way to go Levite-ing, whatever 

that is.  He also is a bad dude.  He also crosses to the other side, just in case violent assault is “catching,” 

and gives no help.  But next comes a Samaritan.  Samaritans, as we all know, are good.  We know this 

because it says so in the section heading:  “The Good Samaritan.”  Unlike the others, he stops to help.  He 

binds the man’s wounds, puts him on his donkey, takes him to an inn, and even provides the funding for 

any additional care he needs.  And they all lived happily ever after.  The message is simple:  Bad religious 

people, Good Sam.  Be like Sam. 

But one of the problems with parables is that they work by telling us how a moral principle is “like” 

something we are already very familiar with.  Here, a “lawyer” (a teacher of the Jewish law) is questioning 

Jesus, and (we’re told) “wanting to justify himself” he asks Jesus to specify just who are the neighbors he 

must love as himself.  (“Can you define ‘is’ please?”)  Jesus answers in a parable –a neighbor is like this… 

And while we’re very familiar with the story of the Good Samaritan, we’re not familiar with the various 

cultural assumptions behind the story; assumptions the original hearers would have had that added punch 

to the illustration.  With that background, the simple message can look very different indeed.   

For example, the original hearers would have known the exact roles filled by the Priest and Levite who 

went by without helping.  Both of them would have been among the religious insiders of the day, “church 

professionals.”  They served central roles in Jewish Temple worship in Jerusalem, which may well have 

been (especially for Priests) the way they supported themselves and their family.  But both Priests and 

Levites, as a condition of their roles, were bound by numerous strict purity laws.  Among the things that 

would make them ritually unclean (and therefore unable to serve) would be coming in contact with a 

corpse.  If the Priest and the Levite were going up to Jerusalem, they were probably going up to serve at 

the Temple.  And if they had stopped to assist the robbery victim in our parable, and he had turned out 



to be dead, they would be defiled, and unable to serve.  Their trip to Jerusalem would be for naught, and 

they would not have their share in the compensation for service.  Beyond this, both would have been 

steeped in generations of law, and to one dedicated to God’s service through the law, becoming defiled 

was no small thing.  So while it is convenient for us to assume that the Priest and Levite were simply bad 

people, the original hearers of this parable would have understood immediately why they might have 

passed by.  It was not simply a question of being callous or uncaring.  Jesus’s listeners would have known, 

this was more complex than that.  Which set of demands do they meet?  How much are they required to 

sacrifice to help this stranger?  Their job?  Their family’s dinner?  Their religious convictions? 

And while it’s common in sermons to hear the Priest and the Levite paralleled to certain types of “dead” 

and legalistic religion (which is not necessarily an incorrect parallel), what if the truth is that the Priest and 

the Levite are just ordinary folks like us?  When it comes right down to it, caricatured “good guy/bad guy” 

interpretations aside, just how much does a good deed have to cost any of us before we feel justified in 

forgoing it?  If we think only “bad guys” pass on by, we haven’t been in the Financial District shortly before 

the start of the work day.  Hundreds of successful and respectable people pass by misery and injury.  And 

so do we, in the Financial District or wherever we are.  We’re on our way to work.  We’re in a hurry.  It’s 

not my job.  He’s probably just drunk.  I can’t help everyone.  Priests and Levites all of us.  Not because 

we’re really bad dudes.  But because being a neighbor is hard.  And it costs.  And sometimes we will pay, 

and sometimes we won’t.   

That day on the road, the Priest and the Levite didn’t pay the cost of being a neighbor.  We don’t know 

why.  We do know that someone else did.  While we will forever equate “Samaritan” with good, the 

Israelites of Jesus day most certainly did not.  Samaritans were “persona non grata” in any Jewish home, 

synagogue, or town for that matter.  The kingdom of Israel was split in two in about 931 B.C., at the end 

of the reign of King Solomon.  The northern part continued to be known as Israel, while the south was 

known as Judah.  The Samaritans were in the north.  They believed that they held the true faith of Moses, 

while the Jews of Jesus’s day were following a mixed religion they brought back from the Babylonian exile.  

Meanwhile, the Jews believed the Samaritan religion was the one contaminated by mixing with foreign 

religions, as the Samaritans themselves had for generations intermarried with other surrounding nations, 

a practice strictly forbidden in Jewish law.  Not surprisingly, these differences didn’t confine themselves 

to polite theological debate.  Samaritans came to be viewed as half-breeds, pagans, dishonest, unclean, 

enemies of God.  And for their part, the Samaritans returned some very unfavorable views of Jews.  In 

short, they hated each other.  Now that we understand.  Because that’s a role we’ve filled in our societal 

mind so many times.  The Samaritans “by any other name” have been Jews, Blacks, Hispanics, Foreigners, 

Communists, Gays, Women, Arabs, Muslims … We have never been short of people to hate. 

And so the original hearers of the parable would naturally have assumed that the Samaritan was the “bad 

guy.”  As good enlightened liberal Episcopalians, it’s easy to just dismiss that as a prejudice to be rejected.  

The Samaritan is the good guy.  But Jesus chose a character that every one of his hearers would assume 

was bad, and he didn’t really correct their view.  He just told them that the bad guy did a good thing.  Since 

we’ve already questioned whether the bad guys were really bad, what if the good guy isn’t really good?  

What if today, instead of substituting the “Samaritans by any other name” … when we reject those biases, 

too … what if we made the bad guy, well, actually a bad guy?   

“But a terrorist, while travelling, came near him… and was moved with pity.” 

“But a sex offender, while travelling, came near him… and was moved with pity.” 



“But a corrupt and greedy politician … was moved with pity.” 

“But a bad cop… was moved with pity.” 

There is something deeply disorienting about those images, isn’t there?  I think so.  In fact, I thought so 

enough that I really wanted to not say them.  But what if they’re the point?  What if it’s our whole idea of 

good guys and bad guys that has led us to walking by instead of having pity?  

Before coming to California to be a Franciscan, I spent 8 years in a maximum security prison.  Fortunately, 

as an employee, they let me out every night.  But there in that place, I learned a lot of lessons, and one is 

that the lines between good guys and bad guys are often quite blurry.  There was a lot of good in people 

who had done very bad things, and there was a lot of bad in those of us on the outside of the bars, myself 

included – some of the bad in me, and some of the good in me, I had never seen until thieves and 

murderers and rapists showed it to me.  Because maybe, just maybe, “neighbor” has nothing to do with 

good or bad.   

When I arrived at San Damiano Friary, I found that Jude and I share at least one very correct opinion, 

which is that one of the best musicals ever written is Stephen Sondheim’s “Into the Woods.”  It creates a 

fantastic world in which various well-known fairy tales cross paths and intermingle, and where Act I ends 

with “happily ever after” and Act II begins with what happens after happily ever after, which is decidedly 

less happy but decidedly more real.  Deep in Act II, the Witch confronts a number of other characters, 

demanding that they give up young “Jack” to the Giant in order to save the rest of the group.  When they 

refuse, she says scornfully:  “No?  You’re so nice.  You’re not good, you’re not bad, you’re just nice.  I’m 

not good, I’m not nice, I’m just right.  I’m the witch.  You’re the world.” 

In the world, the world of Act II, good, bad, and nice blur.  Levites can be good, Samaritans can be bad.  As 

so often happens, God turns the game upside down.  We grew up on this parable, and in Sunday School 

we all learned, don’t be bad, be good.  Priest bad.  Samaritan good.  Be like Sam. 

But what if the whole simple message is:  Yes, you’re bad.  Yes, you’re good.  But whatever you are, be a 

neighbor.  There is no shortage in this world of good or bad, nor of people who are sure that they know 

who the good ones and the bad ones are.  But there is a shortage of neighbors. 

There is another character in this story.  One who gets one of those lousy credits you see at the end of 

movies:  “Man #1.”  He’s the victim.  He’s first to appear, and he’s absolutely central to the story, but we 

don’t know a thing about him.  Was he a Jew?  A gentile?  A Samaritan?  Was he rich?  Poor?  Good?  Bad?  

Jesus completely leaves out all detail.  A man.  Period.  How are we to decide what side he’s on?  Thank 

God, we can’t.  We can wonder who he is.  Maybe his name is Alton Sterling.  Maybe it’s Philando Castile.  

Maybe his name is Officer Lorne Ahrens, Officer Michael Smith, Officer Michael Krol, Officer Patrick 

Zamarripa, or Officer Brent Thompson.  Maybe he’s a nameless unsheltered person we pass on the street, 

or a hurting neighbor, or a family member, or an enemy.  But we don’t know.  And frankly, neither did 

those passing on the road to Jericho that day.  They didn’t know what side he was on, whether he was 

good or bad.  Again from Sondheim:  “Witches can be right.  Giants can be good.”  And not knowing, they 

had to choose whether to be a neighbor.   

Which side is he on?  Is he good?  Is he bad?  Which side am I on?  Am I good?  Am I bad?  Jesus refuses 

to differentiate.  Go and do likewise. 


