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Luke 10:25-37 (NRSV) 
Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal 
life?” 26He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27He 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.” 28And he said to him, “You 
have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” 29But wanting to justify himself, he asked 
Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”  
 
30Jesus 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. 31Now by chance a 
priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. 32So 
likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33But a 
Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 34He 
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. 35The 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.’ 36Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the 
man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus 
said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
The stories of God for the people of God… 
 
In seminary we were told one way to help the congregation hear very familiar passages in a 
new light is to change the title of them.  
So “The Story of the Prodigal Son” could be renamed: 
“The Story of the Merciful Father” or as I like to call it, 
“The Story of the Horrible Treatment of the Older Sibling Who Had Every Right to be Mad.” 
 
Just rolls off the tongue, doesn’t it? 
 
 
Some of you may or may not know which parable we’re heading into here just from the 
opening verses of it. If you do – don’t be smug, remember the know-it-all older brother wasn’t 
even invited to the party.  
 
If we focus on the part that Tim just read this story might be called: Testing Jesus for 
Dummies. 
 
Some minor scene setting – Jesus, Bob Hope, and Bing Crosby are off on the road to Jerusalem 
(nothing like a joke based on a 1942 film to really connect with the younger generations). The 
point is, Jesus is on the move and he has his disciples and plenty of followers with him. He 
just sent 70 of those followers out to spread the word and they have returned with joy and 
Jesus tells them: …rejoice that your names are written in heaven (10:20)… Blessed are the eyes 
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that see what you see – reminding them that others will not have the privilege of such a first-
hand experience of Jesus. 
 
And just like a certain know-it-all older brother that I referenced earlier, an expert in the law 
asks, “What about me?” “How can my name be written in heaven?” 
But that’s not how he asks it. Scripture says: Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. What 
must I do to inherit eternal life? 
And Jesus, ever the good Protestant says, “Nothing – God loves you no matter what!” 
 
No, Jesus is not a good Protestant in this case. He is, however, a great teacher as instead of 
throwing out an answer that could be argued, he instead responds to the question with one of 
his own; a question that allows the lawyer to show off his expertise: What is written in the 
law? What do you read there? 
 
Remember the original question: What must I do to earn eternal life? 
The lawyer answers his own question using language from the Torah – Deuteronomy and 
Leviticus specifically:  
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.”  
 
Jesus then seemingly ends the conversation: And he said to him, “You have given the right 
answer; do this, and you will live.”  
 
We’ve seen this in storytelling before – the protagonist and the antagonist go back and forth 
and the protagonist lands what feels like the final answer. Disciples, followers, others start to 
turn away and then the antagonist asks one more question – usually a zinger – and in 
television shows on the WB, often it gets an “ooooo” from those who are witnessing the 
exchange. 
 
Let’s try it. 
 
Jesus says: “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”  
The disciples, followers, and Jesus turn to walk away and suddenly the lawyer yells: And who 
is my neighbor? 
 “oooooo” 
 
This concludes “Testing Jesus for Dummies” 
 
Next Title: The Rhythm of Three 
 
Years and years and years ago I just happened upon what I think was a PBS special where they 
were interviewing the cast of The Carol Burnett Show about the science of comedy (I’ve moved 
up to the 60s and 70s from the 40s). 
 
One of the things they talked about was why there is a rhythm of 3 things in a joke – basically 
if you say one thing and then a second similar thing, that is enough to set up a pattern so that 
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it’s funny  or at least attention getting when the third thing breaks that pattern. Only saying it 
once doesn’t set up the pattern and more than three takes too long to set up the joke as any 
parent with a child who has just learned the banana, banana, banana, banana – orange you 
glad I didn’t say banana – joke can tell you. 
 
There is a narrative power to 3. 
In this parable – Jesus and the writer of Luke harness that power. 
 
Okay, so let’s back up a bit – remember your line. 
Jesus says: “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”  
 
The disciples, followers, and Jesus turn to walk away and suddenly the lawyer yells: And who 
is my neighbor? 
 “oooooo” 
 
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 Senator 
McCain was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So 
likewise President Obama, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other 
side.  
 

But then… who was moved to pity when he saw the man lying in the ditch? None other than… 
 
Do you feel that tension? That wondering of who in the world I’m going to say next? Who is 
the #3 that is going to break the pattern I have set before you? 
 
Some of you are thinking – good Lord, what trouble is she about to get in now? 
 
Jesus used this power of 3 to pull everyone into the story – they were ready to cheer for the 
third person to show up who they just knew was going to be the hero of the story. It had to be 
somebody just like them, right? 
 
Hold that thought. 
 
Now, just for a moment, let’s go back in time to a few weeks ago when we read that Jesus 
begins this journey as he turns his face to Jerusalem and messengers are sent ahead of him 
and word gets back from the village of the Samaritans that Jesus and his followers are not 
welcome there and cannot go through there.  
 
And James and John handled this setback by asking: Lord do you want us to command fire to 
come down from heaven to consume them? (9:54) 
 
Jesus rebukes them for that but it’s clear that James and John could care less about the 
Samaritans. They are disposable – bombable even – no empathy or respect or even 
recognition of them as fellow human beings is shown for the Samaritans whatsoever. 
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So going back to where we were, with just a bit of a rewind: 
 
Jesus says: “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”  
 
The disciples, followers, and Jesus turn to walk away and suddenly the lawyer yells: And who 
is my neighbor? 
 “oooooo” 
 
30Jesus 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. 31Now by chance a 
priest (a good Jew)  was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other 
side. 32So likewise a Levite (a good Jew), when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on 
the other side. 33But a Samaritan (BOOO) while traveling came near him; and when he saw 
him, he was moved with pity. 34He 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. 35The 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.’ 36Which of these three, 
do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37He said, “The 
one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 
 
The stories of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
NEXT TITLE: Go and Do Likewise 
 
One of those seminary professors I spoke of earlier, Anna Carter Florence, encouraged us to 
“attend to the verbs” of a text. In this case, the Samaritan was moved by what he saw and so 
went, bandaged, poured, put and brought, took care, took and gave, repaid.i 
 
These tangible actions are the authentic signs of what neighbors do.  
Go and do likewise. 
 
But I can’t help but wonder if this parable is about something more, something deeper. If it 
was just about showing mercy to a neighbor, why not have the third person who comes upon 
the man in the ditch be a disciple or another good Jew – why make it someone everyone 
despised? 
 
Everyone expected the story to run a certain way – that the faithful Israelite, moved by pity 
and piety, comes to the aid of the victim. Why wasn’t the victim described as the Samaritan or 
as the foil that is so often used in Scripture – a tax collector? The parable would then clearly 
be about urging the faithful to reach out in love and service even to ones we’ve been taught to 
hate. 
 
But that isn’t the story Jesus told. The man in the ditch comes as undefined as they come; his 
only label is “wounded.” And who among us isn’t wounded. 
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Maybe this parable isn’t about pity or even empathy as much as it is about solidarity and a call 
to radical human connectedness.  
Maybe it’s about how all of us are… well, one – we are all y’all. 
There is a “we” that transcends all divisions. There is a humanity, a belonging, an “all of the 
above” category of Beloved Children of God. 
 
Perhaps the Samaritan in the story was moved by something more complex and lasting than 
simply feeling the pain of another. Maybe what he actually felt in his gut was the wound that 
all violence and hatred inflicts on all of us, himself included…  And so the binding up of that 
brokenness he encountered in the wounded man was a way of binding up himself in the 
process – not coldly and selfishly, but intentionally, mindfully, lovingly – loving of self and 
loving of others. 
 
… or maybe I had too much time in the car to think this past week. 
 
Our lives flow into each other – and unless there is peace and joy and freedom for you, there 
can be no real peace or joy or freedom for me.ii 
 
“Which of these was a neighbor?” Jesus asked. 
 The one who showed mercy. 
 
Go and do likewise. 
 

In the name of the Creator, and the Christ and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 

 
i This part of the sermon was informed by the Rev. Dr. Dan Lewis. Luke 10: 25-37. The Well, 2019, Carlisle. 
ii Buechner, Frederick. The Magnificent Defeat. New York: HarperCollins, 1966. 


