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Well, the hardest scriptures to preach are those that are the most familiar to the listeners. The 
reason, of course, is that the listener already has the story and his or her own interpretation of it 
in their heads. And so, it's much harder to hear the story fresh, or to hear the preacher's 
interpretation. What you are prone to hear is what's already in your heads! And, of course, 
there's probably no story in all of the New Testament more familiar than today's from Luke. I 
mean, the term “Good Samaritan” has its own independent place in the English language. Even 
people who have never set foot in a church know what a “Good Samaritan” is! I'm not 
complaining. Rather, I'm just giving you the “heads-up” that it will take more effort on your 
part this morning to hear the sermon! 
 
I think the place to begin is where Luke begins. And the story begins with a question of Jesus.  
And the question, we should note, is a test. The man asks the question, not because he really 
wanted to know, not because he was really deeply searching, but to test Jesus. And that makes a 
difference, doesn't it? Sometimes we ask questions from a humble place in us, because we 
really want to learn and grow, and sometimes we ask them in order to show another person up. 
Sometimes we ask them just to make ourselves look better compared to them. See, this man 
knew the law. He was a scholar of the law. He knew what the law said in answer to his own 
question, “what should I do to inherit eternal life?” 
 
The law says, “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.” But, Jesus 
knew that the real crux of the matter in “inheriting eternal life”... in participating in the life of 
God, even as we live each day is not in knowing what to do, it's in actually doing it! Like this 
man in the story, we already know what we're supposed to do. We just don't do it very 
consistently. Said Jesus, “you have given the right answer; do (it)...” See, when it comes down 
to actually doing it, we all end up on the same humble ground, don't  we? 
 
That's why this man then felt the further need to justify himself with the second question, 
“who's my neighbor?” That's not the real question either. The man's questions are both pseudo 
questions meant to protect his own favored status, meant avoid having to stand on humble 
ground with everyone else. That's the thing. We don't want to be humble. Not really. We might 
protest and say, “Oh yes, yes I do want to be humble.” “I don't like proud people.” “I don't like 
people who think they're better than everybody else.” But, let's be honest, when we say that, 
when we aspire to being humble and count it as a virtue, what we're really saying is,  
“I'm not like them, those uppity people, I'm better than that.” And that doesn't sound humble! 
 
We don't want to be humble! We want to be able to count ourselves a little bit better than 
others, whatever scale we choose to measure with. Fred Craddock recalls when he first heard 
the news, the disturbing news about Catherine. When he was a fourth grader, they all called her 
Miss Catherine. She was beautiful, intelligent, gave a lot of attention to all of them, helped 
them with arithmetic and everything. All the boys in the class had a crush on her. So, it was 
absolutely devastating when he heard about her. In fact, he didn't believe it. It was all over 
town, and he was the only one, he simply refused to believe it. The word was that Miss 
Catherine had had her ears pierced. Well, it couldn't be true, because they all knew in that little 
village in west Tennessee what it meant when a woman had her ears pierced. If there was 
anything revelatory of character, it was having your ears pierced. It meant she was a wanton 
woman. He just couldn't believe that his teacher had his ears pierced. 
 
Craddock says it still hurts him now to think about it. In that community, to have her ears 
pierced meant they all knew what she did when she went to town; they all knew the kind of 



entries she put in her diary; they knew what she slept in, if anything. Says Craddock, “that's 
rough when you're in the fourth grade.” 
 
You see, whatever scales we use, high up on the list of purposes those scales serve, is the 
purpose of keeping us from standing on the same ground as everyone else, the purpose of 
making us feel just a little better. You and I, we don't want to be humble, not really. But, that is 
the real issue according to this text. Jesus recognized it as the crux. To actually love God and 
love your neighbor as yourself, to do it and not just talk about it, requires humility. So, how can 
we become humble, that we might actually live this life of God each day? 
 
Like the lawyer, we all know what we're supposed to do; the problem is actually doing it.  
Well listen, like all of Jesus' parables, this one is also a parable of the Kingdom. That is, it's a 
snapshot of the life of God breaking into our life, into our everyday experience. And so, it's 
about God's grace. It's about how God helps us in this essential task of becoming humble 
enough to participate in the life of God. Listen, this story says here's how God helps us: by 
showing us our neighbors when we are at our most vulnerable. 
 
Do you see what Jesus does with this story? The question of the lawyer was: “Who's my 
neighbor?” But, Jesus tells this story that requires the self-righteous lawyer to identify himself 
with the man lying in the ditch without a prayer, in order to answer his own question. Says 
Jesus at the end of the parable, “Which of these three (the priest, the Levite, or the Samaritan) 
was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” See, the answer to the 
question, “who's my neighbor?” is: the one who reaches out to me in compassion, in my own 
helplessness and vulnerability. This, from a man who doesn't want to see his own need at all. 
 
And the fact that the example is a despised Samaritan is the double-whammy meant to attack at 
the root of our pride that would sneak back in us, after we've been a good neighbor. The fact 
that it's a despised Samaritan who is the one who shows mercy, says that neighborliness has 
nothing to do with maintaining one's own “righteous” standing. At the end of the parable, Jesus 
is right back to where he was in the beginning with his first response to the lawyer. It all comes 
down to becoming humble enough to actually love God with heart and soul, and to actually 
love your neighbor, and not just talk about it. Says Jesus at the end, “Just do it.” 
 
A story is told of a student in the Philippines, who took a boat from Iligan to study in Cebu, a 
different island in the Philippines. It's a story that was told by a preacher to some other 
students. Soon after her boat pulled out from shore, this student found that her bag with her 
money and all of her belongings were gone. Someone had stolen them and taken them ashore at 
the very moment they were leaving. The girl felt totally abandoned and powerless and began to 
cry. After some time, a politician who was on the boat came by. When he heard her story he 
said that what happened was a disgrace and he was going to speak to the owner of the shipping 
line and get him to place more security guards to protect the passengers. 
 
A priest also heard what had happened and told her that it was indeed terrible how people now-
a-days have no respect for honesty. He promised to pray for her. All this time there was a 
Muslim chewing betel nut (it's the seed of a particular type of palm tree, that is a mildly 
euphoric stimulant; it's a popular thing in many Asian countries) but there was this Muslim 
sitting there chewing betel nut on his cot. After a while he came over and offered her some of 
his food.  Before they reached Cebu he said to her, “I know you will find it difficult to get to 
your relatives' place on arrival in Cebu.” “Please take this $100 to use for your fare when you 
get there.” 
 
The preacher telling the story then asked his students, “Which of these three- the politician, the 
priest, or the Muslim – was a Christian?” To this the students shouted back, “The Muslim!” 
Then they seemed shocked at what they themselves had said. Catholic priest Gerry Pierse has 



said, “We have not yet learned an essential law of religious dialogue. Compare ideals with 
ideals and practice with practice. If we compare Christian ideals with the ideals of Islam we 
will find a lot in common. If we compare Christian practice with Muslim practice we will all 
have much to be ashamed of. But, compare Christian ideals with Muslim practice or Muslim 
ideals with Christian practice and you literally start a Holy War.” It's that humility thing, isn't 
it? 
 
The Good News is, if we have our eyes open, God will help us learn how to actually stand on 
common ground with each other as vulnerable human beings. That's how our Lord came and is 
among us still. We tend to forget that. Some years ago there was a widely publicized painting 
of Christ that was on tour. It was life-sized, about five feet tall and it caused quite an uproar. 
You see, this painting was of this grotesque, ugly, ugly person. And so, lots of good church 
people like you and I who grew up and went to a Sunday School room that had Solomon's head 
of Christ in it and knew how pretty Jesus was, were getting quite upset. 
 
“Why in the world,” they were asking, “would someone paint Christ as this grotesque 
creature?” And then someone said, “Haven't you read?” “He had no comeliness or beauty that 
we should desire him. He is one from whom people hide their face. From him they turn away, a 
man acquainted with sorrow, rejected, despised.” That's in the Bible. You can look it up. The 
One who is despised reaches out to us lying in a ditch. We reach out to the despised, and 
whoever, because in God's Kingdom we all stand on the same humble ground, together. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


