
Today, the word ‘Samaritan’ has positive connotations, not least because of an

organisation by that name (The Samaritans) that seeks to help the distressed

and the suicidal. But when Jesus used the word, it would have stirred up all the

prejudice and disdain you could imagine among his audience. The idea of a

good Samaritan was a contradiction in terms. The mutual antagonism was the

result of political separation some 700 years earlier when the northern

kingdom of Israel (the Samaritan homeland) was conquered by the Assyrians,

and a hard border was created with the kingdom of Judah in the south which

lasted a long time. When such separations occur, there is loss of

communication, and the unfortunate rise of misunderstandings and

assumptions about ‘the other lot’ which usually have little or no basis. The

Samaritans were in fact an authentic branch of Judaism but by the time of

Jesus they were unjustly regarded by the mainstream Jews as half-bred

religious deviants, impure and untouchable, from whom no good could

possibly come.

The lawyer to whom Jesus particularly told the story, when asked which of the

three men who witnessed the beaten-up traveller proved himself a neighbour

to him, he could only say, ‘the one who showed him mercy.’ He would not

identify him by using the dreaded word, the ‘Samaritan.’ I wonder if you

noticed that.

Another issue in this story is purity. The humour and dilemma that Jesus

presented comes from the fact that if the priest and Levite had contact with a

corpse (they may have thought the beaten man was dead), they would be

unclean and therefore unable to carry out their liturgical duties. This parable is

not simply a story to encourage charity and kindness in the face of need. It is

more about a social and religious revolution.

‘What must I do to inherit eternal life?’ the lawyer asked. Jesus asked him to

recite what the Law said, and he duly gave the Jewish creed: ‘Love the Lord

your God with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind, and your neighbour as

yourself.’ The lawyer got that bit right. But when he asked a supplementary

question, ‘who is my neighbour?’ Jesus’ answer would have shocked him and

the others listening in, although his reply indicated that at least he understood

the lesson.



It is the one who does the will of God, in this case, the one who goes to help a

fellow human being in need, who is made right with God. Here is a vision of a

new order, a new community in which obedience to God replaces all the old

rules and divisions based on purity, identity, race, class or whatever. As Sidney

Carter wrote in one of his best-known hymns: ‘When I needed a neighbour

were you there?…….and the creed and the colour and the name won’t matter.

Were you there?’

In this one little story, Jesus calls his listeners to leap from a purely personal or

group religious identity, and a purely personal or group hope of ‘going to

heaven,’ to bringing the ways of heaven to earth, which particularly means

practical community building where the walls of division fall into dust and the

building blocks of the kingdom of God arise. For his first listeners, even his first

followers, this leap was enormous. It has been enormous for many Christians

too through the ages, and for some, sadly, it still is. But love and compassion

and service without conditions were natural for Jesus whose heart and life

were truly God-centred, and who knew his Bible well.

This, he was saying, is what it means to be a child of God. This is what it really

means to love God. And this is certainly what it means to have eternal life.

Whatever that life might offer in the hereafter, it begins right here in a quality

of relationships and mutual service, with love and justice walking hand in hand.

This is a dream for the whole world. As we can see in all the antagonisms and

mutual dislikes that still pollute our planet, it has not yet been achieved. But it

just happens to be God’s dream, God’s will. It must be our dream too,

especially if we are to call ourselves Christians. If we are living in Christ, we

must surely recognise that we have been created and called to love, to live in

solidarity, to build community, with all the other human beings on this earth.

As St Paul urges in the second reading today, let us be filled with the knowledge

of God’s will so that we may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him,

bearing fruit in every good work as we grow in the knowledge of God.


