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The Politics of Compassion 
The Good Samaritan 

Luke 10: 25-37 
 

If I had to summarize what the parable of the Good Samaritan means, the following ideas about 
being a neighbor say a lot: 

 To love one’s neighbor means to go beyond the social barriers that categorize, restrict 
and oppress various groups in any society. 

 The definition of neighbor goes beyond “My people” vs “all the others.” 

     To more fully appreciate the impact of this parable, I invite you to put yourself into this story 
and imagine what it was like for the injured man in that time and place.   In retrospect, it 
occurred to me that if we see an accident or come upon an injury, all we have to do is take out a 
cell phone and call 911.  We have rapid response teams that arrive and are well qualified to 
care for and transport an injured person.  That “sanitizes” our responses to some degree. Not so 
in this story.  

     A man has been beaten, stripped of his clothing and left by the roadside to die.  His head is 
bruised.   Blood has crusted and dried on his many wounds. Every movement brings pain in his 
body. It is hot and he is very thirsty.  He turns his head so he can see the road, hoping that 
someone will come by and help him.  He hopes to have enough strength to cry out for help or to 
raise his arm to make his presence known and to signal that he is still alive. 

A dramatic reading of Luke 10: 25-37 

     Look, a man is approaching! Help is on the way.  A priest approaches and looks at him. But 
he moves to the other side of the road, avoiding the man. We can only surmise the anguish this 
creates for the man lying on the road.  He sinks back down in the dirt, feeling desperation creep 
into his being. Didn’t the priest feel any sorrow for the man? Maybe, but he hurried past. After 
all, he could not afford to become ceremonially unclean. He could not afford to lose his turn of 
duty in the Temple; “The Temple and its liturgy meant more to him than the pain of the man.” 

     A few minutes later, a Levite approaches. Once again the man’s hopes for rescue rise up in 
him. Once again, his hopes are dashed. The Levite also moved away and did not help.  We do 
not know why for sure. Maybe he was thinking of his own safety; after all, bandits were common 
on this road.  Or it may have been that he was afraid to become ritually unclean. He too, had 
Temple responsibilities. Or maybe it was simply a matter that he was “too busy” to stop. He was 
late and had to rush on. 

     A third man approaches. He is a Samaritan man, a person despised by Jewish people. 
There had been long standing animosity between Samaritans and local Jews. Besides, 
Samaritans had let pagan practices corrupt their Jewish rituals. No hope here, or was there? 
One last time the man turns his head in the direction of the stranger and tries to get his 
attention.  We can only imagine the relief when he sees that the Samaritan man is stopping and 
is going to help him!     The Samaritan goes well beyond what one would expect. He binds his 
wounds, takes him to a local inn and takes care of him. Besides that, he pays the innkeeper to 
continue his care. 
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     In this parable, compassion is more than feeling sorry; it is accompanied by doing something 
to help. Showing compassion goes beyond dogma or narrow definitions of neighbor. In the end, 
we will be measured not by the creed or dogma we hold, but by how we live.   
 
     In the beginning of the parable, the lawyer had no trouble citing the law of love.  “You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your strength and with all your soul, and love 
your neighbor as yourself.” However, when Jesus told him, do this and you will live, the lawyer 
countered with a second statement. And just who is my neighbor? This question was an attempt 
to limit who one’s neighbor might be.  In contemporary terms, any form of discrimination that 
would limit compassionate acts would fit in the category of “the other” or non-neighbor. 
 
     The title of this message is the “politics of compassion.” Showing compassion is not always 
as obvious as an injured person in need of help.  Beliefs, biases or personal agendas can shape 
our offers of compassion. We have already looked at the possible reasons the priest and the 
Levite failed to help the man. Now it behooves us to turn our attention to our reasons for 
hesitating to help others.  
 
     Think for a moment about a person or category of persons for whom you would find it difficult 
to show compassion.  Once you have done this, identify your feelings.  Next, think of one thing 
you could do to lessen your resistance. 
 
     A couple of incidents that happened to me on my recent trip to Washington, DC illustrate 
how easy it is to hesitate to help another.  
I was standing at the subway station, concentrating on the schedule and hoping I was getting on 
the correct subway.  While I was waiting, a man came up to me and asked for a dollar so he 
could get some food.  I gave him the dollar and found out that he was living in a nearby 
homeless shelter. I was aware of being mildly uncomfortable.  I was alone and in a strange 
environment. I was hesitant, but did give him the dollar. I realized that I was nervous being 
approached by a man I did not know and who was obviously down and out. I think sometimes 
we hesitate because we wonder if we are being taken advantage of.  But, I usually think to 
myself, I would hate to be in that man’s situation. Looking back, I feel regret that I did not give 
him more cash.  
On this same trip, I was going by Uber to the airport. The driver pointed out a grassy field 
surrounded by a chain link fence. He told me that it had been a tent city but the neighbors 
complained about it so it was moved away. He was upset because he felt it was unkind to force 
the people to move, just because it was next to a neighborhood. Looking back on this, I could 
see where there were two sides to the story, but the compassionate thing to do would be to find 
a better solution to providing low cost housing. 
 
    When we think about the command of God to love with all that we are, it really does 
challenge us to say, am I loving God enough to love with all that I am: heart, mind, soul and 
strength? In our current national scene we are faced with issues of immigration, helping 
refugees and other related groups. Will our solutions to these problems put the law of love and 
compassion first? 
 
     Right here at Calvary and in Enumclaw we have opportunities to demonstrate compassion. 
For example, we can make commitments to our youth. Mentoring a member of our youth group 
is an opportunity that is being explored. Having an adult take a genuine interest in a young 
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person is a way to show that we care how their life is going and that we can help them achieve 
their goals. 
 

     Helping people in our community improve their skills with English is another way.  Table Talk 

is an activity where we can join others in casual conversation as a way to strengthen verbal 
skills in people for whom English is a second language. Linda Eastwood has participated in this 

activity and they hope to start Table Talk here in Enumclaw. 

 
     In our Season of Discovery, we have been challenged to genuinely listen to one another. 
     We have areas of disagreement about interpretations of Scripture, marriage equality, and the 
degree of interfaith participation in worship within the PCUSA. These are real challenges and so 
far we have made very sincere efforts to genuinely listen to one another. It is not easy, but we 
are making a sincere attempt to listen for God’s word to us on these matters.  When we think 
about how hard it can be to really show compassion within these difficult subjects, it becomes 
easier to cut the priest and the Levite at least some slack. Have we not all been in similar 
situations and chose expediency over compassion? If we are honest, the answer is likely yes. In 
today’s parable, Jesus said twice to the lawyer “do this.” It was not maybe or sometimes, it was 
a clear imperative “to do.”  
 
     As I considered this parable, an insight came to me about the parallel between the Good 
Samaritan and Jesus.  In many ways, Jesus was like the Good Samaritan. He reached out to 
offer help to many. In the end, he too, experienced derision and was despised. Yet, he gave his 
all for us. And we are accompanied to heaven, the inn, if you will. And we do not have any price 
to pay for God’s care.  
 
     Ending this message is a quote that spoke to me about actions that can change us and 
others.   

Dare to Be 
When a new day begins, dare to smile gratefully. 

When there is darkness, dare to be the first to shine a light. 
When there is injustice, dare to be the first to condemn it. 

When something seems difficult, dare to do it anyway. 
When life seems to beat you down, dare to fight back. 
When there seems to be no hope, dare to find some. 

When you’re feeling tired, dare to keep going. 
When times are tough, dare to be tougher. 
When love hurts you, dare to love again. 

When someone is hurting, dare to help them heal. 
When another is lost, dare to help them find the way. 

When a friend falls, dare to be the first to extend a hand. 
When you cross paths with another, dare to make them smile. 
When you feel great, dare to help someone else feel great too. 
When the day has ended, dare to feel you’ve done your best. 

 
Amen. 


