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So here we are today, with this text of Luke’s known as the story of the Good Samaritan. This is arguably the most well-known and perhaps well-loved story of the entire bible. We even have laws around the world known as Good Samaritan laws. Now in the United States, we know these laws as those that protect good intended people who may stop in the midst of crisis to help those they don’t know. But did you know that in Argentina, the Good Samaritan law also covers the victim in a sense. The Argentinian law includes a provision to charge those who “abandon to their fate a person unable to cope alone who must be cared for “. In other words if you FAIL to come to the aid of one in distress, you can be prosecuted in Argentina. So we have both sides of the story protected in that Good Samaritan Law!

Now, every commentary, article and podcast I consulted for today started out with practically the same words. What do you do with a story that everyone knows, even those who don’t go to church? How do you preach on a story that has become ingrained in us to the point that we hardly listen to it as it is read, we know it so well? What is left to say about a parable that seems to have such a simple message, that has actually become a cliché? How do you preach this story without diluting it down to “be nice to strangers, help people in need”? Indeed, how do you do all that as we sit in the shadow of Good Sam hospital, in a church named St. Luke? What may hold the key for us this morning is that label “parable” for part of what has happened over the years is that this parable has lost its punch. Remember a parable is a story that seems to start out on a logical, even expected path. But at the end, we get a punch line that makes us stop short in our tracks, makes our heads spin, makes us ask “WHAT?” And by this point in history, this story no longer holds that surprise, tension-filled twist. Or does it?
I’m going to invite us into this story today through the use of a simple little question…Who? We can apply this question to so many aspects of the parable, but let’s start with all the characters. Who are you in this story? I’m going to venture a guess that throughout our lives, most of us have played all of these characters. So let’s take a look at them in their order of appearance. First on the set, The Lawyer. The disciples and Jesus are still celebrating the return of the 70 from their mission last week. They are filled with surprise, awe and joy at the ministry they have done out on the road in Jesus’ name. And “Just then” the lawyer stands up and poses his question to Jesus. The lawyers of Jesus’ time were charged with both the administration and the comprehension of the Jewish law. Remember this was a Jewish lawyer; he was concerned with the matters of faith, the laws of Torah. And while his question is framed as testing Jesus, it is a decent question. What must I do to be a good Presbyterian? He asks. What does the Book of Order say is required to get into Heaven? Of course, he already knows the answers, but he’d rather talk about it than live it. Like our lawyer here, when have you wondered what your faith required of you? When have you pondered what it really means to be Christian? When have you tried to catch your pastor in her knowledge of the Bible?! When have you questioned what we really believe in the Presbyterian Tradition? When have you known what really is required of us, but would prefer to talk about it than live it? When have you been The Lawyer?
In answer to his questions, Jesus tells a story, a parable. Enter our second character; a nameless man who is on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho. While on this deserted and dangerous stretch of a road, the man is attacked by robbers, beaten and left for dead. The road between Jerusalem and Jericho is long and twisting. It goes downhill most of the way as it winds from Jerusalem that sits at about 2500 feet above sea level, down to Jericho which is about 850 feet above sea level. It is a dark and dangerous spiral downward. It is a road filled with twists and turns that prevent you from seeing much of the way ahead of you. It is a perfect road for bandits and outlaws and all sorts of evilness to hide just around the bend. So…when have you traveled such a road? When has your life seemed to be in a downward spiral, a long and arduous trek that was filled with unpleasant surprises around every bend? When has your life seemed to be on a lonely journey filled with bumps and danger? And worse, when have you found yourself beaten and dumped by the side of the road of life? When has something of great value or love or joy been stolen from you? When has life left you feeling alone and dying? When have you been the nameless man left for dead on the side of the road?
Our story would be nothing without the robbers! Robbers who show up unannounced, who strip and beat our traveler, stealing whatever possessions he has on his person, and then carelessly and caustically leaving him to die on the side of the road. Yes, these are indeed the bad guys of the story. Their actions are beyond anything civilized society would accept. And yet….if we are honest with ourselves, we are all the robbers at some times in our lives. We strip others of their dignity, of their self-worth, of their courage and confidence. We lash out in anger or frustration at people, leaving a wake of destruction in our words and accusations. We steal the spotlight and rightful credit from others, we beat down their spirits, we walk all over their desires and their dreams. When have you robbed someone else’s confidence, or their happiness, or their dreams? When have you beaten down someone’s spirit or killed their enthusiasm? When have we all been the robbers?
Actors number four and five now enter stage left; the priest quickly followed by the Levite. Now, we are often too quick in this day and age to condemn the priest and the Levite without much reflection. True, they provided no help, didn’t even stop to check out the situation. But where there underlying concerns that we might miss in the story? Jesus often speaks of both priests and Levites, in positive terms. These are not the dreaded Pharisees that he often condemns. So we must remember that his audience 2000 years ago would not have jumped to the conclusion that these two were both “bad guys.” No, they would have assumed some good word about both of these characters. And therein lies a bit of the punch of the parable. The two whom Jesus usually speaks well of don’t fare so well in this telling. But there is a message there for us, a message that says perhaps we are understood by God in those times when Good People don’t necessarily Do Good. Let’s also consider that these two, individually, are also on the dangerous and desolate road to Jericho. They were traveling the west side streets of the Humbolt Park area, late at night, alone, on foot. What was lurking behind each corner in the dark? Who would pop out of which abandoned building ready to attack and leave THEM for dead by the curbside? When have you found yourself in a dangerous situation, where you dared not stop for fear of being the next victim? Where have you seen the riskiness of life, and been counseled more than once; don’t pick up that hitch hiker, don’t hand out money to beggars in that part of town, whatever you do, don’t get out of your car in that neighborhood? What would you have done if you had seen someone injured and in need of help in the midst of the worst places in our own inner city? On a different scale, when do we stand by in silence when we see cruelty? When do we avoid the confrontation with the parent who is mishandling their child in the grocery store? When do we stand by as the customer berates the sales clerk with no good reason? When do we purposely choose not to get involved for fear of the complications to our own lives?  When are we the priest or the Levite?
Ah….then along comes our Samaritan. Not only does he stop and investigate the situation, he provides immediate ER to our poor soul left in the ditch on the side of the road to Jericho. He is our EMT, bandaging wounds, whispering words of encouragement, being moved with pity and compassion. He hoists the poor fellow into the passenger side of his car and drives him to Rush Hospital’s ER. He cannot stay, he is on his own journey after all. But he leaves a hefty sum as well as his insurance card as collateral and promises he will be back soon to settle up on any extra charges. Did I mention that our Samaritan is a biker dude? Yep, he’s covered in tattoos, has piercings in places you don’t want to know about, is dressed in leather from head to toe, with a gruff walk and gruffer talk. But he is the one who throws caution to the wind in stopping in this God-forsaken spot of the city. He is the one who is moved with compassion to do something, to take some sort of action. He is the one that chooses to ignore conventional wisdoms about the safety of trying to help those you do not know. When have you been the biker dude? When have you been the least likely source of help for someone you came upon who needed something so desperately you could not turn away? When have you been moved by compassion so deep that you simply had to offer your assistance? When have you been the biker dude good Samaritan?
And then we meet the final player in the story; the innkeeper. I was struck at our Tuesday morning bible study how this character just always gets brushed over in the story. But what an interesting character. The wounded victim literally gets dumped on the doorstep of the innkeeper for further care. He is asked without warning to pick up where the Samaritan needs to leave off. He is asked not only to care for the wounded man, but to do so on the good-faith earnest money of two denarii. Sure, the Samaritan promises to pay for any additional costs incurred in his absence; but talk about a willingness to step into a mess that you did not ask for. Does he even know the Samaritan? Does he trust the Samaritan will ever really show up again? Does he have the time, inclination and compassion to take on the care of the wounded traveler? The final chapter of the healing of our wounded man is thrust upon the innkeeper without consultation, planning, or his consideration. When have you taken on a mission or task that was literally dumped on you? When have you been asked to step in without warning, and see a project finished off? When have you been asked to trust someone you did not know well, who maybe didn’t appear too trustworthy? When have you taken up the financial burdens of another without warner or time to prepare? Why did you do any of these things?
So there we have them, all seven of the players in our text today; The Lawyer, The Man on the Road to Jericho, The Robbers, The Priest, The Levite, The Samaritan, and The Innkeeper. Who are you in the story? Who have you been at different points in your life? Who do you wish you had NOT been? Who do you wish you COULD be? Who? 
I invite us to ponder as well a few more “Who?” questions:
Who? Who is the one that might come along to help us that we would prefer NOT, that might actually scare us? Is it the biker dude with tattoos and piercings? Or the black kid with the dreadlocks and too much bling? The homeless guy with his shopping cart life and straggly beard? Or the Muslim with his turban or keffiya? Who is it that might actually make us nervous if they came forward to help? That was who the Samaritan was in today’s story. Not merely the least likely to step forward and help, but really the dreaded one, the one who was less-than-human, the uncivilized the one. 
Who? Who is it that God sees, but we do not? Is it the woman selling Streetwise when we step off the train downtown, trying to seek out some sustenance by selling this homeless newspaper? Is it the gay teenager that hangs out in Boystown, seeking shelter someplace after being thrown out of their home for their sexuality? Is it the druggie, crashed out on the corner of Downers Grove that the local government is trying to get out of our back yard? Is it the single mom and her three young children who don’t fit nicely and neatly into our definition of a suburban family, who cannot make school functions and meetings because she is trying to keep a roof over their head? Is it that pregnant teenager working as a bagger at the local grocery store, who has no access to prenatal care and no idea how she will support this new life once it arrives? Luke’s Gospel is full of those whom God sees, but we choose not to. In fact, Luke’s Gospel tells us repeatedly that these are the ones God regards. Today’s text invites us to open our eyes wide, to see with new lenses; to see not just who might be needing us, but also to see who those unlikely characters might be that want to step up with us and help usher in the Kingdom. Who? Who indeed? Amen. 
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