
June 25, 2017 

 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Have you ever found yourself in a pinch, needing a little help, and suddenly someone comes by 

at just the right time? Perhaps you blew a tire, you found yourself on the side of the road, and 

someone stopped by to help out. Or perhaps you or someone you love had a medical need and 

someone checked in on you at the right time to assist you. Maybe you had to get two kids to two 

different places at the same time and no one else was available until another parent came forward 

out of the blue and offered to take your child in the same direction that he or she was headed to 

save you a trip. Doesn’t it feel great to know that there are good Samaritans out there who are 

willing and able to help out at just the right time? 

 

I remember a time back in seminary when I was serving two churches in a very rural farming 

area of Southwest Wisconsin. Our home and one of my churches was in Bloomington, a town of 

about 700 people, while the other church was twenty minutes down a county road along the 

Mississippi River in a town of about 1200 people called Cassville. 

 

One Sunday morning, on the way to my first service over in Cassville, the car that I was driving 

just stopped. I can’t even remember what happened to it anymore. But there we were, our very 

first appointment, stranded in between Bloomington and Cassville, with nothing to see for miles 

around but farm fields. Back then, we didn’t have a cell phone; very few people did. If we did 

have one, there probably would not have been much of a signal there anyway. Immediately I 

began to wonder who would let the people in Cassville know what happened to us. How would 

we get my car back home or to a mechanic so that it could be fixed? How far would I have to 

walk to find a home to call someone for help? 

 

As Dawn and I began to run through an action plan, suddenly, out of nowhere, a car came down 

the road. I travelled that road every Sunday morning and no one was ever out on the road at that 

time of day, but sure enough, here was a car. As the driver pulled over to find out if she could 

help, I realized it was a member of the Cassville church. She was on her way to work and 

happened to notice us by the side of the road, so she stopped. She drove us back home so that we 

could call a tow truck and the Cassville church to let them know what had happened. Let’s just 

say that I learned my lesson early on in ministry never to speak about people who worked on a 
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Sunday morning rather than being in church. I gave thanks for that church member and her job 

that morning! Even Good Samaritans work on a Sunday sometimes. 

 

We thank God for good Samaritans and good neighbors, don’t we? This popular parable has 

stuck with us not only in the Christian community where we are familiar with the story, but also 

throughout our world where many people seem to know that an agency with “Samaritan” in the 

title implies that help or assistance may be involved in their work. 

 

On the other hand, in Jesus’ day, most of those who gathered around him never would associate 

anything “good” with “Samaritans.” In fact, nothing good could come from Samaria. As I said 

last week, that was the land to the north where the people were the first to fall away from 

faithfully following the Lord and they were the first to be led off into exile. There was nothing 

good about those folks in the mind of anyone from the south in Judah. 

 

Before we get too far ahead of ourselves, however, we must remember that this parable of the 

Good Samaritan is couched in a greater story that begins as a lawyer, or religious scholar, 

approaches Jesus to put him to the test. He asks a simple question, or so it seems: “Teacher, what 

must I do to inherit eternal life?” So Jesus asks the lawyer, “What is written in the law?” 

 

Now, every faithful scholar of the law in Jesus’ day would remember that the most important 

commandment was found within the Great Shema: “You shall love the Lord your God with all 

your heart, and with all you soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind.” Knowing 

the fullness of his scriptures well, the scholar adds, “and your neighbor as yourself.” 

 

Jesus commends him for his answer and says, “Do this, and you will live.” That’s it! The key to 

eternal life is to love God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love our neighbors 

as ourselves. Do that and we’ve got it made, right? 

 

Being a solid student of the law, however, the lawyer asks for further clarification. “Jesus, can 

you tell me, just who is my neighbor?” In this context, we hear the familiar parable of the Good 

Samaritan. 

 

The parable starts with the story of a “certain man” who was travelling down a road from 

Jerusalem to Jericho that was known to be dangerous. If you’ve ever travelled from Jerusalem to 

Jericho, you would notice that there are plenty of hillsides for people to lie in wait and ambush 

unsuspecting sojourners. Having travelled between the two just over four years ago now, I was 

thankful to be in a bus because there is plenty of desert between those two towns. It was hot, dry, 

and there was nothing along the way except the hillsides. 

 

Biblical scholar Alan Culpepper notes that this road was “notoriously dangerous” in Jesus’ day 

because it included a descent of almost 3,300 feet over 17 miles with plenty of narrow passages.1 

As the man travelled along this dangerous road, he fell prey to robbers who took everything he 

had, beat him, and left him for dead. We can almost quote the story from here on out. Two 

people, a priest and a Levite, both faithful people, walk down the road, and upon noticing this 

man, walk by on the other side. Both the priest and Levite might have been made unclean by 
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touching a man that was so bloodied, even though reasonable customs would have allowed such 

contact to save his life. 

 

At this point, however, Jesus throws the curveball, sending in a Samaritan, who saves the day.  

While we don’t know who the injured man was, Jesus’ hearers, especially the scholar, most 

likely would have thought that he was one of their own. The Samaritan draws near to the injured 

man, bandages his wounds, pouring oil and wine on them to wash them out and keep the skin 

pliable,2 puts the injured man on his own animal, brings him to an inn, and cares for him through 

the night. The next day, the Samaritan has somewhere to go, but gives the innkeeper two days’ 

wages and tells the innkeeper to take care of the injured man while he is away. In fact, if there is 

any debt for his care, the Samaritan assures him that he will take care of it when he comes by 

again. 

 

So Jesus asks the lawyer, “Who do you think, of the three, was the neighbor to this man?” Do 

you notice the lawyer’s response? He doesn’t say, “The Samaritan.” It’s almost as if he’s afraid 

to speak the truth that it was his own enemy that cared the most; that acted most like a neighbor.  

Instead, he says, “The one who showed him mercy.”3 And Jesus says, “Go and do likewise.”4 

 

Jesus has a way of turning the Scriptures upside down for his hearers, doesn’t he? The way to 

life eternal is to love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love your neighbor 

as yourself. But who is our neighbor? Oh, our neighbor can be the very one that we slated as 

“good for nothing,” “unclean,” “unfaithful,” “terrorist along the roadside,” “worships differently 

than me,” “enemy of God and God’s people,” “sinner,” and anyone else that I could never trust 

in a million years. Really, Jesus? 

 

The neighbor is the one who “shows mercy” or “puts love into action.” Most of us, if asked, 

would say, “Oh, yes, we love God!” We’d go out of our way to proclaim it. We’d never want to 

be found wavering. Jesus, however, connects our words to our actions. Loving God can’t happen 

without loving our neighbor. The two go hand in hand. And loving our neighbor is about putting 

love into action. It’s not enough to say we love God and neighbor, but we must show it. 

 

Notice that in the parable, it’s not the people of greatest faith who show love in action, but the 

enemy of the faithful, the Samaritan who “shows up” God’s faithful people by putting love into 

action. 

 

The parable of the Good Samaritan isn’t about some do-gooder but rather a challenge for the 

scholar and for us to realize that sometimes others are better about putting love into action than 

those who seem to be the most devoted followers. Jesus’ command to “Go and do likewise” must 

have at least elicited a thought of “You’re kidding, right? Go and be like a Samaritan? Really?” 

 

At Birmingham First and Berkley First, our second core value is to “Put Love into Action.” We 

don’t just say we have love for God and for people; we show it; we are committed to “Make 

Love Real” in the lives of others; without regard for whether they agree with us, whether they 

find themselves in our community of faith, or whether they have even prayed the right prayer.  

Do you know how many Christian missions there are out there that make homeless people attend 

worship before they’ll give them a meal? 
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This past week, we had 300 kids in Vacation Bible School. Our classes were full in advance. It 

didn’t take long to see why. Throughout the week, the children of our communities were 

surrounded by a group of people who had nothing better to do with their time than to let our 

children know how much God loved them. Over 80 middle school and high school youth 

volunteered their time along with another 40 plus adults (over 120 people in total) to help 300 

kids understand just how much God loves them. 

They taught them songs, they fed them, they shared stories with them, they listened to them, they 

played games with them, and they gave them the most precious gift of time. As one of our VBS 

leaders was riding around on a Hoverboard, dressed in one of the wildest costumes you’ve ever 

seen, she turned to me and said, “There’s nothing we won’t do to let these kids know how much 

Jesus loves them!” 

Now if you think that it’s amazing that 120 people spent their time loving kids from our 

communities for more than three hours each day this week, let me tell you how our children 

responded. They took up an offering to help provide clean drinking water for people in Peru.  

I’m not sure how much they raised, but the most powerful moment came for me when I heard 

that some of our children got together and put up a lemonade stand to help raise money to 

provide clean drinking water for people in Peru. 

Sisters and brothers, at Birmingham First and Berkley First, even our children (the ones for 

whom so many were putting love into action this week); even our children got the message and 

“Put Love into Action” for people in Peru whom they will never meet. 

The life of faith is not simply about telling people about Jesus. It’s about living out love for our 

neighbors—for those who are most like us, but even more so, those who are most different from 

us. It’s about a life of compassion and mercy. It’s about “Putting Love into Action” and “Making 

Love Real” for our world. 

James 2:17 says, “So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead.”5 Or as John Wesley, the founder 

of the Methodist movement, said, “The gospel of Christ knows of no religion, but social; no 

holiness but social holiness. Faith working by love is the length and breadth and depth and height 

of Christian perfection. This Commandment have we from Christ, that he who love God, love his 

Brother also: And that we manifest our Love, by doing good unto all. . . .”6 

This past week, I also had the opportunity to sit in as the high school choir was rehearsing for 

their England trip later this week. I can’t wait to go their concert this afternoon because I noticed 

that they will be sharing one of my favorite pieces, For Everyone Born. Shirley Erena Murray, 

the author, doesn’t hold back, but gets right at the heart of this core value for us: 

For everyone born, a place at the table, 

for everyone born, clean water and bread, 

a shelter, a space, a safe place for growing, 

for everyone born, a star overhead, 

 and God will delight when we are creators 

 of justice and joy, compassion and peace. 

 Yes, God will delight when we are creators 

 of justice, justice and joy! 
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Friends: 

 We put love into action as we welcome all (including those most different from us); 

 We put love into action when we provide clean water (in Peru, in Flint, and throughout 

the world) and bread for all (who hunger); 

 We put love into action when we provide shelters (like tiny homes) and as we provide 

assistance for families in Oakland County that are experiencing crises, as we create 

spaces; safe places for growing (through programs like VBS in a facility like our own 

Christian Life Center); 

 We put love into action when we bind up the wounds of the injured and provide for their 

physical, emotional, and spiritual care; 

 We put love into action as we send young emissaries to sing in England so they might 

witness to what God is doing in their lives; 

 We put love into action as our children learn how to put love into action; perhaps 

mobilizing the greatest force of love we have in the life of our Church and our world; 

 And God delights when we are creators of justice and joy, compassion, and peace.  Yes, 

God delights when we are creators of justice, justice and joy! 

 

When we put love into action, we are rooted and ready for mission and ministry in our world.  

Jesus asked him, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to [him]?” The scholar 

replied, “The one who showed him mercy.” 

 

Jesus said, “Go and do likewise.” 
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