
Sunday, July 21, 2019            Sermon- Character Reflections on “The Good Samaritan” 

 

Introduction (Lynn Jost) 

In Christian Century preaching guides, Kristin Berkey-Abbott wrote on June 18, 2019: 

In the Gospel reading for this week, Luke gives us one of the stories that even non-Christians are 

likely to have heard before: the parable of the good Samaritan. Those of us who go to church 

have likely heard it regularly, and this repetition should tell us how important it is to love our 

neighbor. But hearing the story regularly also makes it easy to lose sight of this message. 

Love is action, not emotion. We show our love by what we do for those who need us. It’s not 

enough to see our fellow humans and think about how much we love them. We have to go 

through life behaving as if we love each other. We can behave ourselves into love. 

The problem with this approach is that it seems to boil down to work harder, love more, do 

better. 

Fortunately for the readers (and the writer) it seems that the author was given a second chance to 

address the story. On July 12, 2019 she posted: 

One method for seeing a familiar story in a fresh way comes to us from literary analysis and 

creative writing workshops, as well as from spiritual practices. Ask yourself, “Who am I in this 

story?” We can see a story differently by looking at it through the eyes and viewpoints of 

different characters. 

We don’t want to see the ways we ambush each other, as the robbers do in the story. Perhaps 

we’d prefer to be the innkeeper—the character who gets to play a part in caring for the person in 

need without being the one who takes the risks. 

Each of the speakers this morning reflects one of the characters in the story: 

Roger Fast compares the lawyer with the Good Samaritan. 

Nathan Boldt takes us into the life of the robber, himself a victim. 

Silas Langley talks about the naked powerlessness of being a victim. 

Gary Gramenz considers the priest’s perspective, a man who has had 2000 years to think about 

his decision to avoid the victim. 

https://www.christiancentury.org/contributor/kristin-berkey-abbott


The Lawyer (Roger Fast) 

The lawyer and the Samaritan are presented as sort of opposites in this story.  As a child I was a 

member of the 4H club at my rural school – Head, heart, hands, and health.  In this story, the 

lawyer had the head and the Samaritan had the heart and hands. 

I can identify with the lawyer, who was an expert in the Torah, the Jewish law.   I am not a 

scholar in that sense, but I do like studying the Bible – I like hearing or reading a scholarly 

analysis of the text.  When Jesus asked the lawyer to summarize the law, the lawyer showed his 

expertise by immediately coming up with the correct answer.  It isn’t as easy an answer as one 

might think – the command to love God is from Deuteronomy and the command to love one’s 

neighbor comes from Leviticus.  He knew how these two were related, and satisfied Jesus’ 

question.  But his knowledge didn’t seem to be practical.  

When I think about being the lawyer, I remember an incident from Kajiji.  In the early 1980s, 

Joan and I took our family to the Congo to work in a remote mission hospital.  We wanted to 

give the metaphorical cup of cold water, as was on the MCC logo in those days.   On one 

Saturday afternoon when Dr. Matshifi was on call at the hospital, I decided to paint the small 

kitchen in our house.  I pushed the heavy water barrel in front of the door, both to allow me to 

get to the wall I was going to paint and more importantly to prevent someone from opening the 

door from the outside and knocking me off my ladder.  I was working on the ceiling when the 

wood carrier knocked.  After seeing me through the window, he called through the closed door 

asking for a drink of ice water from our kerosene fridge.   I immediately felt a bit irritated with 

him.   Here I was on the ladder with a paint bucket in one hand and a brush in the other, and the 

water barrel was in front of the door.   I knew he could get water elsewhere if he was thirsty, it 

just wouldn’t be icy cold. I refused him. It wasn’t until later that I remembered the scripture 

passage in Matthew 10:42 about giving a cup of “cold” water.  On that particular afternoon I 

totally neglected the practical implication of that teaching.  Perhaps it was too literal, not 

metaphorical or academic enough. 

 

The Robbers (Nathan Boldt) 

Why am I here?  I don’t need therapy just take me back to my cell.  Oh you want to help me?  

How exactly will you help me?  Anything I tell you you’ll just tell them.  Probably give me 5 



more years.  Yeah yeah yeah patient privilege.  What do you mean why am I in a gang?  You 

want me to make better choices?  Its always choices with you people.  You think I chose this?  

Like I was at the store looking at all my options?  Fine you want to know how it all started?  

How I chose this life? 

I thought it was funny at first.  It was just supposed to be a joke, everyone around me 

laughed.  But someone saw.  A friend showed me how.  Who knew you could spell the word 

“blood” with your fingers?  Everyone laughed when I did it but someone saw.  They found me at 

lunch.  I thought what they gave me was a beating then.  I’d know much worse later.  They said 

if I was flashing their sign they owned me.  That I was theirs now.  They knew where I lived, one 

of them was just a few houses down from me.  They knew my little sister, that my mom stays 

home with my baby brother, and one of them works with my dad.  They said accidents happen 

all the time.  They said I was theirs now.   

Days turned to weeks and between the beatings I learned to wear their colors, to walk the walk 

and talk the talk as adults put it.  At first being part of them was the only protection I had from 

them.  Then being part of them was the only protection I had from the others.  I’ll never forget 

the first time someone drove up from the other side of town.  I saw their colors they saw mine.  I 

flashed my sign and they flashed theirs.  I was outnumbered but that’s how its gonna be.  Then 

my brothers came out of nowhere.  From the whole street.  We dealt with them.  My brothers.  

My new family.  Then they said I was strong enough, that I was ready, that I would be one of 

them.  Just one more thing I had to do. 

It didn’t matter who it was as long as I did it.  Just thinking about it made me sick.  But it would 

bind me to my new family.  My little sister and baby brother would be protected without even 

knowing it.  We passed a few people but I couldn’t.  A homeless man, a guy in a suit and even a 

priest.  How could I off a priest?  They started calling me out so I didn’t even look at the next 

guy I just jumped out.  I did what I had to.  I faked the last kick that would have ended it and 

pushed him into the bushes.  He didn’t move and it must have been convincing.  I figured one of 

those people will find him and get him help. I had my new family, I had my protection.   

You know I hadn’t thought about that guy in a long time.  My first.  I hope he made it.  

Choices…. Yes I tried to stop, make a clean break.  The first few times I got out of this place I 



figured maybe they forgot about me, maybe I can go on with my life.  Make better choices as 

you put it. (shake head)  They always found me.  They own me. 

 

The Victim (Silas Langley) 

I’m the victim – robbed, beaten, and near death. 

Ahh, I see that the priest and the Levite are coming. Surely they’ll help. They’re the good ones, 

right? Oh wait, they passed me by. Why? If a child fell in a well, we’d all naturally help that 

child. Compassion is part of who we are. So why didn’t they help me? 

Do they think I made a mistake – do they think that I was foolish to travel down this road -- that I 

should pay the consequences for my bad choices. But they don’t know who I am. They don’t 

know why I chose to travel this road. And maybe I did make a mistake. We all make mistakes. 

Why should making a mistake make me unworthy of compassion? 

Is it because they think I sinned – that I somehow deserve to be robbed and beaten? Does their 

Bible or their religion tell them that I deserve it? I used to listen to them talk and it sometimes 

seemed like they were saying that bad things happen to us because we sinned. Well I didn’t sin. I 

don’t deserve this. 

Or will they not help me because they think I broke some Law.  

If these are the reasons why they didn’t help me, then to Hell with the Law. And to Hell with 

their Religion and their Bible. 

Some may say that I was robbed and beaten for a reason – that it was part of God’s plan. No. It 

didn’t happen for a reason. There was no plan. There’s nothing good in this at all. I’m in pain 

and I’m hurting. There’s nothing good in that. 

So many have suffered. So many have been neglected. So many have been falsely blamed. I 

think of them all now. 

I think of the young man who got chronic pain before he was 30 wondering if the pain was 

somehow his fault – a result of his own weakness. 



I think of the migrant who left her home in desperation to make a long and dangerous journey – a 

1000 mile long journey – to seek asylum in another land – a wealthier land – where she doesn’t 

know the language – and of how when she crossed the river Rio Grande to get there – that 

country snatched her kids from her and put her in a holding cell – and I think of the priests and 

Levites of her time who wouldn’t help, who wouldn’t speak out – who even say to her – “it’s 

your fault – you shouldn’t have come here – you broke the law – you’re ruining our country – 

you shouldn’t have traveled this road.” 

I think of the innocent man dying on the cross falsely condemned and punished by a religion and 

a Law – of the priests and Levites of his time who stirred up the crowds to shout “Crucify him! 

Crucify him! Release the robber instead!” 

I think of them all now as I lay dying and abandoned. 

I’m the victim. But the victim is not who I am. Like the migrant in the cell, I’m a human being 

with dignity and value. No robber, Priest, or President can take that from me. 

 

The Priest (Gary Gramenz) 

I only have a few minutes – so I’ve prepared a few remarks to keep my focused and on time ;) 

Greetings, my name is . . . . .   well, my name isn’t important, and I’d like to keep my anonymity, 

as you might imagine.  Let’s just say I was once a priest of some considerable reputation and am 

so very grateful that I am only identified in the story by my position – a grace for which I am 

eternally grateful, I guess. 

It’s been nearly 2000 years since the events of this day were recounted by Jesus in the story that 

he told to the lawyer.   And I’ve had that amount of time to reflect on this day – the very worst 

day of my life – and think about what I’ve learned and how my life might be instructive to 

others. 

 It would be a mistake to look at this event and only think about what was going through my 

mind at the time when I made the decision to cross to the other side of the road and ignore 

somebody in deep distress. It takes a special kind of person to be so indifferent to human 

suffering, it took a long time for me to get to the point where I didn’t care about another in need. 



To understand how I was able to achieve this level of indifference we need to go back a few 

years before this story…  

 When I was a young man I went to a very respected member of the priesthood and asked him: 

“What must I do to have eternal life” – well, I didn’t quite ask the question that way, I asked 

him: “How can become like you, how do I go about making a name for myself”? You see I could 

think of nothing better than to be acknowledged as an expert in my field and be celebrated for 

my achievements. I saw those who had gained that level of fame and thirsted, ached for the same 

for myself. 

So, I was told what it would take: disciplined study, hard work, making the right kind of 

connections, going to the right kind of conferences, publishing in the right journals (I made that 

last part up for a modern audience).   Never once was I instructed to take the lessons of the 

Scriptures I would so diligently study and use them as a foundation for self-reflection. I used the 

Scriptures as a tool for my own advancement. Every time I did anything it was with the idea of 

drawing attention to myself, advancing my own career.  You may recognize me and other stories 

that Jesus told about loud prayers and giving alms – yes that was me.  I would achieve fame and 

be honored for two reasons: one for my professional achievement and, two, to be perceived to be 

a man of God, somebody who represents God to the people. But this, I surmised, that God also 

would pleased with me.   Loved by people AND by God – that’s what we call a two-fer. 

I only saw people in light of what they could do for me, and how they might advance my career 

– I became indifferent to the suffering of others and was never challenged by what I read in 

Scripture. I never said, “examine me, Oh Lord, and renew a right spirit within me.”  If I did, I 

might have seen developed in me a heart for those suffering, a heart that would have kept me on 

the side of the road and genuinely been interested in helping the man beaten and bruised. The 

story might then have been titled: THE GOOD PRIEST  

To say that I am embarrassed by this, to have my shameful actions recorded for all eternity is a 

torment more painful than any conception of hell you could imagine. A lake of fire would look 

like an upgrade from where I stand, if I could shed the shame in the exchange. What makes me 

all the more tragic is not only all the hard work I put in to my achievement, the hours of 

dedication, study, and singular goal-oriented effort BUT also the obvious point:  If anyone 



should have known to act with compassion, with mercy, it should have been the one who whould 

have known better.  All the while thinking I was going to find life – I didn’t find life, just 

notoriety, infamy actually.  

Not sure why I’m telling you all this to do this, because, as they say, misery loves company – so 

if you heed these words, there might be fewer of you around to share my grief. Maybe I have 

learned a little something over the centuries.  Maybe I do want some of you to not grow to the 

point of indifference and, thereby, avoid my fate.  Maybe I am looking for some reason for my 

life – even if it is just used as an illustration for how not to live yours. 

Many people have asked me – knowing then what you know now, would you have acted 

differently? Of course!!!!  Anything to avoid immeasurable guilt and regret I feel.  But it doesn’t 

mean I would have liked it!!!  You see I always got the do justice part – not so sure I looooove 

mercy.   But let me turn the platform over to someone who apparently does.  

 

The Samaritan (Roger Fast) 

The Samaritan was presumably not a Torah scholar.  He wasn’t even a Jew.  But he recognized a 

fellow human that was in trouble, and he allowed himself to be moved to pity.  Several years 

ago, Joan and I were at Toys R Us.  We had split our Christmas shopping list and went to 

different parts of the store.  After a short while Joan came and found me and asked if I had any 

cash.  It so happened that I had a $100 bill, and I gave it to her.  She had noticed that one of the 

college age men working in the department she was in looked sad and dejected.  The tone of his 

voice when he spoke to another worker made it clear he was in misery.  So Joan asked him if he 

was having a bad day.  He then told her about getting home from work the night before and 

finding an eviction notice on his apartment door.  Entering the apartment he found that all his 

valuables were gone including his computer and his cash.  It turned out that his roommate who 

had supposedly been making the rent payments had actually been pocketing the money for 

several months, and when the eviction notice showed up had taken everything of value and 

fled.  The young man was left with nothing.  He had called his parents in Indiana, and was 

expecting his father to come in a few days to help him sort things out, but in the meantime he 

didn’t even have money to buy food.  Joan gave him the folded up $100 bill.  A bit later as were 



leaving the store, all of a sudden the young man ran up to Joan almost crying and gave her a big 

hug.  He had just unfolded the bill she had given him and realized it was enough to get him 

through the next few days.  Like the good neighbor Samaritan who had allowed himself to be 

moved to pity when he saw the injured traveller, Joan had recognized the young man’s sadness 

and allowed herself to be moved by his unfortunate plight.   

 

Conclusion (Lynn Jost) 

Amy Jill Levine contrasts the attitude that motivated the Samaritan—moved with pity—to the 

action that concludes the narrative report—showed mercy. The question is how we can move 

from feelings of compassion to actions of mercy. 

Here are some questions that might help us move compassion to mercy: 

 Who is in our path who needs help? 

 What do the wounds look like? Not everyone who needs help will bleed in obvious ways. 

 What roles do we play that might keep us from seeing those who need help? 

 When we can’t help in a direct way, how can we be like the innkeeper and play a 

supporting role? 

 What resources do we have to share? 

 How can we help suffering people with their physical needs?  

 What other kinds of suffering might we alleviate if we shared resources? 

 When is sharing our financial resources the best way we can help? When do we need to 

play a more active role in bandaging the wounds? 

 What other ways can we show love for our neighbors? How do we translate love into 

action? 

 


