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Occasionally a story or an idea from scripture makes its way into the popular culture and jargon.  
When this happens, the true and original scriptural meaning is often lost or obscured, or worst of 

all, sentimentalized, becoming a cliché. The Parable of the Good Samaritan (or as I like to call it,  

The Parable of the Improbable Neighbor) is no exception. People who have never in their lives 

cracked open a Bible known the term “Good Samaritan”, and they know what it means – or do 

they? 

 

Think about it. When we hear about someone doing a good deed for a total stranger, perhaps a 

so-called random act of kindness, we call that person a “good Samaritan”. We pass “good 

Samaritan” laws to prevent liability for such do-gooders in case something goes unintentionally 

wrong, causing further harm. And when things do backfire, we often hear things like “Well, 

that’s what I get for being a Good Samaritan!” The fact is, most people nowadays don’t have a 

clue who or what a Samaritan is or was. The term “good Samaritan” is meaningless and appears 

nowhere in scripture. Samaritans, just like any other group of people, can be good, bad, or a mix 

of both. However, to a law-abiding Jew of Jesus’ time, the term “good Samaritan” would be an 

oxymoron. When Jesus encounters a Samaritan woman at a well in John’s gospel, we’re told 

“Jews have no dealings with Samaritans”. The two groups, though they had much in common 

historically, also had a long-standing animosity over differences in scripture and places and ways 

of worship. Some of those differences were political. These differences are actually the reason 

why this parable works so well for the point Jesus is trying to make. To a law-abiding Jew of 

Jesus’ time, there’s no such thing as a “good” Samaritan. 

 
It all begins when a lawyer, a legal expert (a scriptural scholar or theologian) stands up “to test 

Jesus”. This is not a friendly question. The way it’s set up, this lawyer is putting Jesus on trial, 

tempting him in much the same way that Satan does in the wilderness. However, we know that 

whenever somebody starts a conversation with Jesus this way, that somebody is about to get a 

come-uppance!  

 

This lawyer knows the law. Jesus knows he knows the law. He knows that Jesus knows he 

knows the law. But he’s playing this game with Jesus, trying to trip him up, so he asks him a 

question that has a pretty obvious answer – an answer that any observant Jew would know –  

and Jesus, ever the provocateur, just throws the question right back at him: What does the law 

say, Mr. Legal Expert? And what do you make of that law? 

 

Well, that part’s easy – and it’s a commandment that we, also, know very well: 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 your neighbor as yourself. His answer is exactly right, as Jesus points 

out: live by that and all will be well. It’s so simple – just like Moses tells the Israelites, it’s not 

too hard and it’s not too far away – the word is very near you, eminently accessible. Jesus is 

probably ready to move on. But Mr. Legal Expert cannot leave well enough alone, so he tries to 

bait Jesus: And who is my neighbor? What he’s really asking is: “Who can I get away with not 

loving? Just how far does this ‘neighbor’ business extend?” 

 



Rather than taking the bait directly, Jesus answers with a story, a parable. And this is where it 

gets dicey and unexpected because remember, the word parable literally means “to throw 

beside”. It’s a curve ball. We think we know where the story is going, and then it asks us to 

follow it somewhere else.  

 
A man is traveling the Jericho road from Jerusalem when he is set upon by robbers. Evidently, 

because of the direction he was traveling, Jesus’ audience would have known that person was a 

Jew. They would have known that a priest or Levite, seeing him suffering on the road, should 

have extended help to him, so it may have been a mystery why each of them passed this poor 

man by on the other side. We aren’t told why, but whatever their reasons, each of them failed to 

be a neighbor to this poor half-dead man.  

 

Then along comes a Samaritan, someone whom any observant Jew (probably including the 

victim lying on the side of the road) would have been taught to avoid.  A Samaritan, whose 

enmity with Jews goes back centuries in a society where such conflicts carry great significance.  

A Samaritan, who took one look at this bleeding, wounded man and immediately came to his aid.  

 

Mr. Legal Expert wanted to know who his neighbor is, but Jesus has another sort of question in 

mind: Who is the neighbor to this man? Mr. Legal Expert thinks that the neighbor is the one in 

need. But in this case, and the way Jesus asks the question, the “neighbor” is the one who gives 

help to the one in need. And in this case the neighbor, improbably, is a Samaritan. Even at the 

end, the lawyer cannot bring himself to give voice to the word Samaritan; instead, he describes 

his actions. The neighbor is someone he has been taught to despise. What a bitter pill that must 

have been. 

 

And then comes the real kicker: Go and do likewise. Go and do what likewise, exactly? Did 

Jesus simply want Mr. Legal Expert to go out and help someone in need?  There’s nothing wrong 

with that, it’s fine as far as it goes, but ultimately that isn’t what this parable teaches, and too 

often that’s where we leave it. There’s a hard message here, about seeing the person one most 

despises, or disagrees with, or dismisses as unimportant or worthless; about seeing a long-

standing enemy perhaps, in a new, loving, and generous light. Who is my neighbor? 

 

Four years ago this summer Dylan Roof, a young white supremacist and Confederate 

sympathizer, entered Emanuel AME Church (Mother Emanuel Church) in Charleston, South 

Carolina and fatally shot nine African American church members assembled for a Bible study –  

church members who had welcomed him into their midst. Almost immediately following that 

tragic event there were calls to remove Confederate flags and monuments from public spaces and 

government buildings throughout the South; when that began to happen, there were counter 

protests from Confederate supporters and white supremacists. You probably remember all this. 

During one of those protests a white supremacist collapsed due to the intense heat and humidity 

of a southern summer. The person who first came to his aid – brought him inside to a cool place, 

got him water and medical attention – was a black man. I wonder how that white man felt when 

rescued by someone he had been taught to despise, and whose rights and personhood he did not 

respect. Who was his neighbor? 

 



We all know how easy it is to vilify an entire race or religion or tribe or ethnicity based on fear, 

or stereotypes, or on conflicts that go way, way back – just like the conflict between Jews and 

Samaritans; and we’ve all seen and continue to see, every day, just how devastating that is to our 

society and to our souls: in our cities and suburbs, at our borders, in the voting booth, in our 

political discourse. Why is it so difficult for so many people – including many who claim to 

follow Jesus – to regard and treat those different from them as fellow human beings who might 

be able to teach them something about God? I find that sometimes I have to ask myself, how am 

I like that lawyer? How do I put limits on my own definition of “who is my neighbor?” and how 

many times must I repent and be reminded of Jesus’ answer to that question. 

 

The Parable of the Improbable Neighbor doesn’t tell us just to go out and be “do-gooders”. It 

doesn’t tell us to go out and be the “Good Samaritan” of pious legend. We do this parable, in fact 

we do the entire gospel an injustice, if we simplify it to that point. The neighbor – the one in 

need, or the one bringing help – may be the one we least care to help or to bless, or to receive 

help or blessing from. But learning to look beyond categories and customs and long-held 

assumptions, to look beyond our hatred and our indifference, can open us up to new relationships 

with God and with each other. And each time that happens, a little bit more of the Kingdom is 

realized in our midst. 


