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In the 1990s, Johnny Holmes, an African American man, was the head of security at a high 
school outside of Chicago, Illinois. Chris Picciolini, a white high school student, was the leader of 
a local neo-Nazi group. 
 
"I put you through hell," the now 43-year-old Chris said to Johnny during an interview on 
National Public Radio. It was the first time in 18 years the two had sat down to talk with each 
other. "I mean there were fights, there were words that we had those years that I was there." 
 
Looking back, Chris says that isolation is what drove him to become a white supremacist. As a 
child, he had been relentlessly bullied and felt as though he never fit in, until he met a neo-Nazi 
whose group promised him what he had always been looking for — acceptance. By the time he 
was 16 years old, Chris became the head of the Chicago Area Skin Heads. 

"I went from a place of complete powerlessness at 14 to somebody who felt he had all the 
power in the world," Chris said.  

Johnny, who is 71 now, described Chris as “rough” at the time. One day, he took Chris to the 
principal’s office after he had assaulted a black student on campus. Neither he nor the principal 
could calm Chris down that day. Using language that I won’t use in worship today, Chris 
screamed at Johnny, saying “You blank blank, get your filthy blank hands off of me. I live to see 
the day when a blank like you will be hanging from every light pole in our city.”  
 
Johnny said he would have fought Chris. “But you were a 16-year-old kid," he explained. "I 
knew you had been brainwashed. I remember saying to you, 'Chris, how can you be filled with 
so much hate? You play on the same football team as my son.' I just wanted the opportunity to 
get through to you." 
 
And he finally did. After eight years as a neo-Nazi, Chris finally renounced the movement's 
racist principles. The reason why, he says, was Johnny. Chris was blown away by the kindness 
Johnny showed him. “This man who I had tormented — he didn't torment me back. He showed 
me compassion when I least deserved it, and he was the person I least deserved it from…That 
eventually stuck.” 
 
Chris said that's what ultimately led him to found EXIT Solutions, a global organization of former 
extremists that helps people leave hate groups. Today, Chris is making amends in a lot more 
places than his old high school. He has spoken at a United Nations peace conference in Geneva, 
and he trains police forces, the FBI, and Homeland Security in the mindset and tactics of the 



white supremacist movement. At the end of their interview, Chris turned toward Johnny and 
said, "I wanna say, thank you. I am sitting here [today] because of you."1  
 
It’s an incredible story of showing God-sized compassion – which is something our world could 
use a whole lot more of right about now, don’t you think? 
 
Our Scripture reading for today is a story about someone the original readers would have least 
expected to show any kind of compassion. The story of the Good Samaritan is likely familiar to 
just about everyone here, whether you grew up in a church or haven’t been in church for a very 
long time – if ever at all. But even if you happen to know this story, as Roy Heller, Professor at 
Perkins School of Theology, says “Don’t confuse familiarity with understanding.” It’s a good 
piece of advice- and a good reminder not to leave Scripture in a box – but to trust that God 
always has a fresh new word to share with us. 
 
Here in Luke 10, a lawyer tries to test Jesus by asking him, “What must I do to inherit eternal 
life?” And as Jesus often does, he responds with a question: “What is written in the law? What 
do you read there?” And the lawyer answers, “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 love your 
neighbor as yourself.” 
 
Jesus says to him – you know the right answer. But simply knowing isn’t what it’s about. “Do 
this,” he says, “and you will live.” Then the lawyer asks a follow-up question – “So, who is my 
neighbor?” The story that Jesus proceeds to tell helps to answer that question.  
 
He says, “There was a man who was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho one day when he was 
robbed, beaten, stripped down, and left for dead on the side of the road. 
 
First a priest walks by – the person we would all expect to immediately run and help the man. 
Except when the priest sees him, he literally walks to the other side of the road to pass by. It’s 
like when you see that person that you really don’t want to talk to, so you go completely out of 
your way to try to avoid them – that’s exactly what the priest does here. And then comes a 
Levite, someone who was an assistant in the Temple – we would expect a Levite to help, too, 
but he does the very same thing the priest did. He, too, passes by on the other side. 
 
But the third person who walks by, a Samaritan, sees the man on the side of the road, 
immediately goes over to him, is moved with compassion, and goes out of his way to help. 
 
Now, we need to pause for a moment and un-pack what’s going on here. It’s easy for us to 
judge the Priest and the Levite here, but would you and I have truly done any differently? How 
many times have you and I passed someone in need in downtown Waco, or lingering outside of 
a restaurant, or standing at a stoplight around town – and not stopped to help?  

                                                
1 https://www.npr.org/2017/10/06/555934000/the-man-who-helped-change-a-neo-nazi-s-mind, 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/rejecting-hate-after-spending-nearly-a-decade-spreading-it/  



We may have a variety of reasons when we don’t stop – maybe we’re in a hurry, or we support 
other organizations that help in better ways than we can in that moment, or we’re by ourselves 
and want to be careful, or you fill in the blank, but whatever the reason… 
I would imagine that many of us are much more like the priest and the Levite than we are the 
Samaritan in the story.  
 
But the reality is that this story didn’t happen in quaint downtown Waco. The road from 
Jerusalem to Jericho was known to be very dangerous to travel. It was actually common for 
robbers and bandits to be hiding along the road, and they would even plant traps along the 
road to entice people to stop. It would not have been unlikely at all for a body on the side of 
the road to be a trick to catch people off guard, allowing robbers to easily take advantage of 
them, too. If the priest and the Levite had “been there, done that” before – if they’d heard the 
stories about all that went down on the Jericho Road - then it’s no wonder that they walked to 
the other side of the road to keep away. 
 
And, it’s important for us to note that the temple regulations at the time actually forbid the 
priest and the Levite from coming in contact with a dead body. If either of them had touched a 
dead person, they would have been disqualified from their temple responsibilities. A priest or 
Levite couldn’t even bury their own father or mother at the time without receiving special 
permission.  
 
And so, unlike how we often hear this story told, this isn’t a case of the priest or the Levite 
being too busy or preoccupied or even unsympathetic to the man. True, their behavior isn’t 
commendable, but they are following the rules that have been given to them. They’re just not 
willing to venture very far outside of the box in order to help. 
 
But even knowing all of this, none of the original readers of this text would ever have expected 
a Samaritan to stop and help. It would have been similar to expecting a white nationalist to stop 
and help someone who was African American – that’s just not going to happen. 
 
If we turn back just one chapter to Luke 9, we learn a bit about the Samaritans in verses 51-56. 
Jesus had gone to preach the gospel to the Samaritans, but verse 53 says that when he arrived, 
“they did not receive him.” When the disciples hear about the Samaritans’ hostility toward 
Jesus, James and John immediately say, “Lord, do you want us to command fire to come down 
from heaven and consume them?” I can imagine that Jesus must have rolled his eyes at that 
one, but it’s a pretty accurate picture of how Jews felt about Samaritans. Jews wanted to have 
nothing to do with Samaritans.  
 
Why is why it’s so significant that it’s the Samaritan, just verse later, who comes near the man 
on the side of the road, bandages his wounds, pours wine and oil on them, puts the man on his 
animal, and takes him to an inn and says, “Do whatever it takes to take care of this man.” 
Someone who were generous might stop for a few minutes to help, but what the Samaritan 
does here is completely extravagant and totally unexpected. 
 



Fred Craddock explains it this way: “The man who delayed his own journey, expended great 
energy, risked danger to himself, spent two days’ wages with the assurance of more, and 
promised to follow up on his activity was ceremonially unclean, socially an outcast, and 
religiously a heretic. The Samaritan is the very opposite of the lawyer as well as the priest and 
the Levite. The story must have been a shocking one to its first audience, shattering their 
categories of who are and who are not the people of God.”2  
 
Because, as we have said the past two weeks, God doesn’t leave people in the boxes the world 
puts them in. The least expected person in this story is the one who shows us what God-sized 
compassion really looks like.  
 
I’m drawn to the word “compassion” in the story – in some versions it’s also translated as 
“pity.” The term used here occurs three times in all of Luke. It’s used in Luke 7 when Jesus sees 
the mother of a son who has just passed away and “has compassion for her.” He turns to the 
boy and says, “Young man, get up,” and sure enough the boy gets up and begins to speak.  
 
It’s also used in Luke 15 in what we call the story of the prodigal son. Even when the son is a 
long way off, his father sees him and is filled with compassion for him. And so he kills the 
fattened calf and throws a party, because this son of his was lost and now is found.  
 
In each of these instances, in Luke’s gospel, compassion is so much more than “being nice.” It’s 
divine action. It’s stopping at nothing to get the job done. It’s completely extravagant. It’s 
miracle-working. And it’s totally outside the box. 
 
So, when have you been shown God-sized compassion? Like we sang earlier in what has 
become one of my favorite new worship songs, how have you experienced the “overwhelming, 
never-ending, reckless love of God” in your life?  
 
I learned the following story from Donna Taylor when we were in a small group together last 
spring, and she has given me permission to share it with you today. 
 
Ten years ago, Donna’s husband Dan called her at work one day and said he was having some 
pain in his shoulder and wasn’t feeling well. She didn’t think much of it until a friend 
encouraged her to go home immediately and get him to the hospital, because he could be 
having a heart attack. Donna rushed home, and Dan was not thrilled about the idea of going to 
the hospital, but she insisted. 
 
Sure enough, they got to the Providence Emergency Room, and Dan was having a heart attack. 
Thankfully, because he was already there, the doctor said he could put in a stint, and everything 
would be fine. But just a few minutes later – someone rushed out of surgery to tell Donna that 
Dan had begun to have a massive heart attack. They gave her some different options of what 

                                                
2 Fred Craddock, Luke: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching.  



might happen but, they were also honest with her that he may not make it.  They told her to sit 
in the waiting room and they would do everything they could to save him. 
 
Donna sat down, completely overwhelmed, and she realized that in the rush of getting to the 
hospital, she didn’t have her phone to call anyone. And, like many of us, she didn’t know 
anybody’s numbers because they were all saved in her phone.  
 
But about that time, she said, there was a couple, all of the sudden, standing right in front of 
her. The man said, “Mam, you look like you’re in trouble. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
She explained what was going on, and the man helped her Google the names of some of her 
friends and her son to find their phone numbers, and she was able to use his phone to call 
them. 
 
While they were waiting, the man asked if he and his wife could pray with Donna, so they laid 
hands on Donna and prayed with her in the middle of the Providence waiting room. She 
remembers feeling an immediate connection with this couple who stepped in to help in her 
such a critical time of need. 
 
It wasn’t long before Donna’s friend arrived at the hospital. They sat down and began to talk, 
and Donna said, “Oh I want to introduce you to these wonderful people who helped me this 
morning,” but when Donna turned around to where they had been sitting, they were gone.  
 
Before long, Donna’s son and more family and friends had arrived to wait with Donna. Her 
husband, Dan, was the president of the Baylor women’s basketball club, and practically the 
whole club was there to support Donna, too. She said the entire waiting room was filled with 
people kneeling and praying for Dan. 
 
Finally, the doctor came out and shared the news that Dan had made it through surgery and 
was going to be okay. She said the room exploded with a celebration. Soon, Donna felt a tap on 
her shoulder, and it was that same couple. They said, “We just wanted to come back see how 
your husband was doing.” Donna was so excited to tell them the good news and to get the 
chance to thank them for their help that morning. As she was talking to them, she said, “I really 
want you to meet my son, he’s so grateful for the way you helped me today.” She turned 
around to introduce him, and when she turned back around, they were gone. She never saw 
them again. 
 
Donna told me this week, “If God were ever working outside the box in my life, I felt it that day. 
I hadn’t told Dan goodbye that day, she said. I didn’t tell him I loved him. We both thought he 
was just getting checked out. I had never needed God to be there for me in the way that God 
was there for me in that moment. And God was there through those people.  
 
I just felt a warmth from them. I didn’t feel alone anymore, and I was feeling mighty lonely. I 
felt so cared for when they wrapped their arms around me. I felt God’s love in a way I never 
had before.”  



 
Unfortunately, Dan passed away just a few months later from Cancer, but it was that same Love 
that carried Donna through that time. And it continues to carry her today, 10 years later.  
 
What does God-sized compassion – God-sized love look like? It looks like that. And I don’t know 
about you, but I can’t think of anything our world needs more right now than that kind of love.  
 
Love that breaks down all the barriers, boundaries, and boxes that we think qualify how God 
works in the world. Love that goes out of its way for someone – even someone you don’t even 
know. Love that doesn’t expect anything in return. Love that is extravagant and overwhelming 
and unexpected and unlike anything else you’ve ever encountered. 
 
You see, I mentioned the story of the prodigal son earlier. The definition of “prodigal” is 
“spending resources freely or recklessly; being wastefully extravagant.” Sure, this word could 
be referring to the actions of the son, who wastes everything he inherits from his father when 
he leaves home. But what if this word is also referring to the overwhelming, reckless, 
extravagant love of the father in the story? Because even when his son is a long way off – this 
Love sees him, throws a party for him, and welcomes him home. 
 
You see, ultimately, this God-sized love that we see from the Good Samaritan and the prodigal 
father is the love we see in Jesus. As Romans 8:5 tells us, “But God demonstrates his own love 
for us in this: While we were yet sinners [even while we were a long way off] Christ died for us.”  
 
There has never been a more God-sized compassion than that. And so, may you and I seek to 
live each day in that kind of love - in the overwhelming, never-ending, reckless love of God. May 
we go and do likewise. 
 
 
 


