
A Homily on the Good Samaritan 

Luke 10.25-37 

Every year in Perth in Western Australia, Murdoch University would invite someone 

to give a series of lectures as their International Theologian. As I settled down to this 

particular year’s instalment I knew I was in for a treat as the presenter kicked-off her 

high heels with a dramatic flourish and stood bare-footed among us. This was Amy-

Jill Levine, a self-described ‘Yankee Jewish feminist’ and her insights into the 

parables of Jesus were nothing short of explosive.  

 Even as our modern age prides itself on being unique, radical, even counter-

cultural, Levine reminds us that ‘the parables more often tease us into recognising 

what we’ve already always known, and they do so by reframing our vision. The 

point is less that they reveal something new than that they tap into our memories, 

our values, and our deepest longings, and so they resurrect what is very old and very 

wise, and very precious. And often, very unsettling.’ The parables offer to us the 

subversive wisdom of a re-membered tradition. 

 A parable is a short-story, something to prod us out of our complacency. We 

have heard these parables so much we are quick to place ourselves into them, but 

we are too quick to forget that Jesus’ parables are always told against people, to 

bring them up short, to question and provoke. If we’re not being scandalised by the 

telling of these tales, then perhaps we’re not listening to them properly.  

 Annette Allman, an Australian artist, captures this parable beautifully in her 

painting Caring in a Competitive World. In a world that tapers off into the distance, 

countless cyclists ride past, straining towards their goal, trapped in what Mark Greif 

terms ‘the nonsocial company of strangers.’ Across the road is a tide of suited 



businessmen, with faces turned away, looking only to their success and wealth. And 

to the right of them numberless identical houses crammed into space, shutting out 

the outside world. And yet, on the road, a single person cares for the fallen man, 

tenderly lifting him on their shoulder and carrying him home. Here is an act of 

compassion and love enacted in the middle of an uncaring, unresponsive and 

hurried world.  

 Jesus telling of this parable is in answer to the questions of a lawyer, someone 

who should have been intimately in tune with the workings of Torah, the Jewish 

law. Levine calls him the ‘malevolent lawyer,’ because his interest is not where Torah 

lies, in loving God and neighbour, but instead in self-interest, ‘how might I inherit 

eternal life?’ Surely this is the self-interested questioning of Catholic and Evangelical 

alike, because questions of religion always seem to be about me, how can I be saved, 

how can I make sure I’m ok? But for Jesus this simply will not do. 

 The opening of the parable sets the scene. The person who is attacked and left 

for dead, really could be anybody: rich or poor, free or slave, priest or lay, Jew or 

Greek, nice or naughty. He could be anyone of us, vulnerable and at risk in a world 

that is at times dark and dangerous, someone in need of a neighbour, someone in 

need of a friend. The road to Jericho is full of biblical resonance. It was the road on 

which David fled from his son Absalom and where king Zedekiah escaped from his 

Chaldean pursuers. This is a road of deadly pursuit and divine deliverance.  

 And what of the priest and Levite? much theological sweat and tears has been 

spent on them, but the point of the parable is a simple one: torah required that both 

should have attended to the victim lying half dead on the street. Levine puts it 

strongly, ‘arguments that read the parable in terms of “uncleanness” or “purity” are 

made by modern Christians, not by Jesus or Luke. Neither gives the priest or the 



Levite an excuse. Nor would any excuse be acceptable. Their responsibility was to 

save a life; they failed. Saving a life is so important that Jewish Law mandates it 

override every other concern, including keeping the Sabbath. Their responsibility, 

should the man have died, was to bury the corpse. They failed here as well.’  

 And what of the Samaritan? Of course, in today’s world we expect Samaritans 

to be good. So provocative was the imagination behind Jesus’ story, that it changed 

the meaning of the word for ever. But in Jesus’ day no one expected anything of a 

Samaritan, a distrusted half-person, heretical, dangerous. Perhaps if Jesus told the 

parable in the United Kingdom or another Westernised country today it might have 

become the parable of the Good Muslim, or the Good Immigrant. The parable is 

forcing us to think of someone who is our enemy, someone threatening, someone 

who opposes our way of living, and then to think of him as the one who might reach 

out and save us. That’s a bit of a kick in the teeth, isn’t it? 

 Two stories from the Gospels help us to put flesh on the bones. The first is 

from Luke, where just a chapter ago, he recounts the tale of a Samaritan village 

refusing Jesus hospitality because ‘his face was set towards Jerusalem.’ Here the 

Samaritans are presented as enemies of the Gospel, and James and John respond 

will full prophetic fervour, recalling the zeal of Elijah and wanting to call down fire 

on the village. But Jesus has to explain to them that dropping bombs is not the 

proper response to a lack of hospitality. 

 The second story is that of Jesus meeting the Samaritan woman at the well in 

John’s Gospel. Once more the scene is full of biblical resonance as it re-tells the 

meeting of Abraham’s servant with Rebekah, and that of Jacob and Rachel, and also 

of Moses and Zipporah. But in this nuptial meeting it is not a lovely young Jewish 

woman that Jesus meets, but a rather dirty Samaritan woman who has been married 



many times and whose latest chap isn’t even her husband. Nothing promising here, 

and yet in this hot and arid encounter, everything is promised and everything  is 

received. 

 Whether it is in receiving a drink of water from the wrong kind of person, 

reaching out to help an unnamed or unknown victim of anther’s violence, or in 

allowing one’s enemy to reach out and help you, God is made known in these small 

acts of kindness and compassion. As Levine reminds us, ‘the Samaritan does what 

God does.’ In the end, loving God and loving our neighbour have nothing to do with 

how we might inherit eternal life, how we might be kept safe, but how we are called 

to live now, to live into the same costly compassion and love that God shows us in 

Jesus, to risk everything for the sake of the life of friend and stranger, to stake our 

very self on the love that gives up everything to enable someone else to truly live.  


