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The parable of the Good Samaritan is probably one of the best known of Jesus’ parables. Pope
Francis used to refer to it often and saw it as a prime example of how to live the Christian life
today. We might even say that it speaks about more than the Christian life and that it is an
example of how to live a decent human life. It has entered into our social consciousness. If we
hear that someone is a good Samaritan, everyone knows what is meant by this, even if they are

not believers.

The thing about Jesus’ parables is that sometimes we are so familiar with them that they don’t
have the impact on us that they would have had when they were first heard. In Jesus’ time, the
parables shocked people. People were forced to sit up and ask themselves questions. That’s
what’s going on in the gospel today. In the interchange between the lawyer and Jesus about
loving God and neighbour, the lawyer ends up asking the question, “Who is my neighbour?”
We’re told he wanted to test Jesus. So, this question was quite likely seeking an interpretation

of the law. I think this becomes clear when Jesus responds with this parable.

The parable seems straightforward enough, with someone helping out another person who has
been assaulted and robbed on the highway. But when we look at the details more carefully,
each of the characters forces us to probe that question, “Who is my neighbour?” The first thing
we are likely to notice is that two people walked by on the other side of the road and avoided
offering any sort of help to the man who had been assaulted and robbed. Why did they do that?
There are probably some obvious reasons. They simply might not have wanted to get involved.
They might have been worried for their own safety. After all, it was a lonely stretch of road,
and the bandits might have been lurking around and could have assaulted and robbed them. Or
perhaps they saw enough to realise the man who had been assaulted was a stranger and they
thought he was none of their business. Another reason might be found in how the parable
identifies these two passers-by as a priest and a Levite. They may have realised that if they
went to help the man who was injured and if they came into contact with his blood they would
be regarded as unclean by the Law and would need to follow the purification rituals. This
possibility seems to be suggested by the way the lawyer asks Jesus the question. He might be
trying to work out how you balance what to him may have appeared as competing rules of the

law.



We’re getting some idea of how to answer the question, “who is my neighbour?” But the other
characters in the parable take us further in our understanding. The one who came to the rescue
of the man who had been assaulted and robbed was a Samaritan. He was an outsider, from a
group who were despised at that time. He went out of his way to help to man who had been
assaulted. He bandaged up his wounds, then transported him to a nearby inn. There he asked
the innkeeper to care for the man and promised to come back and pay for any expenses. If you
think about it, this was a significant commitment, not just of time but also of money. And we
shouldn’t forget the innkeeper. He doesn’t figure much in the parable, but he is important

because he keeps the care going.

The parable has been drawing us into the lawyer’s question, “Who is my neighbour?” At the
end, Jesus turns the question back on the lawyer, “Which of these three proved himself a
neighbour to the man who had been assaulted?” We heard the lawyer’s answer. But the answer
was obvious, wasn’t it? The Samaritan acted like a decent human being. Wouldn’t we all agree
that to reach out to someone in need is what decent human beings do? We see it often enough.
Think of the many examples during recent floods and fires and storms where people have

looked out for each other. That’s what we do!

Do we need a parable to tell us this? I think the parable has spoken to generations of people
and still speaks today because the questions raised by the lawyer are the sort of questions people
ask when they are looking for ways to step aside from the basic human instinct to help others.
Perhaps that is what was going on with the priest and the Levite in the parable. The question
asked by the lawyer is the sort of question that is asked when people want to justify certain

actions that deep down, they know are not proper.

At it most fundamental, the parable calls us to consider how we see other people. Or more
specifically, how we see the stranger, the one who is different to us. There is a fundamental
religious fact at work here: all human beings are made in the image and likeness of God.
Christianity has always asked us to see the face of Christ in the stranger. But we all know that
this is not always easy to do. That’s why the question behind this parable should always nag

away at us.



