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Writer’s Edge Critique
 “We are pleased with your timely call for oneness of purpose among believers, and we liked your continual dependence on Scripture and the person of Jesus as a model. You have a nice composition style, friendly and authoritative, and an obvious heart for others. Your anecdotes reflect your flair for storytelling… It’s a fine message.”

Table of Contents
Chapter 1
Purpose: Christian – A follower of Jesus Christ who lives and teaches compassion.
Biblical Text: General Overview

Summary: This chapter discusses the significance of the ministry of compassion. This is a ministry of selfless involvement in the life of any individual who suffers spiritually, emotionally, or physically.

Chapter 2 

Purpose: Discipleship – A ministry to all persons who suffer.

Biblical Text: The Good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37)

Summary: This chapter demonstrates that we are to minister to the needs of any individual, whether friend, stranger or antagonist. We are to employ every resource at our disposal, providing both healing and hope. 

Chapter 3 
Purpose: Forgiveness – A ministry of reconciliation.

Biblical Text: The Unforgiving Servant (Matthew 18:23-35)

Summary: This chapter discusses that a ministry of compassion is based on Jesus’ understanding that forgiveness reconciles individuals who have been estranged from one another, and more significantly separated from God. 

Chapter 4 

Purpose: Evangelism – A ministry of hospitality.

Biblical Text: The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32)

Summary: This chapter recognizes that compassion is an invitational ministry. As evangelists we invite individuals to be participants in a community of forgiveness, acceptance and redemption. 

Chapter 5 
Purpose: Humility – A ministry of reverence.

Biblical Text: The Healing of the Two Blind Men (Matthew 20:29-35)

Summary: This chapter emphasizes that the act of caring is accompanied by the personal satisfaction of knowing one has assisted another individual while obediently serving God, disregarding any thought of future compensation or public recognition.
 
Chapter 6

Purpose: Holistic – A ministry to body, mind, and soul. 

Biblical Text: The Feeding of the Five Thousand (Matthew 14:13-31; Mark 6:30-44, 

8:1-10; Luke 9:10-17; John 6:10-13)

Summary: This chapter counsels that pastoral ministry is to the entire person, encompassing a holistic approach to healing. The health of the body, mind and spirit are all equal to one’s well-being.

Chapter 7

Purpose: Social Justice – A ministry to the outcasts of society.

Biblical Text: The Healing of the Leper (Mark 1:40-45)

Summary: This chapter discusses compassion as a ministry of acceptance to those who have been alienated by the discriminatory attitudes and policies of the prevailing society. 
Chapter 8 
Purpose: Healing – A ministry of resurrection.

Biblical Text: The Raising of the Son of the Widow of Nain (Luke 7:11-17)

Summary: This chapter communicates that Jesus restores individuals by reinstating their physical, emotional and spiritual health. Jesus continues the healing process by reintroducing isolated individuals back into the community.
Chapter 9
Purpose: Spiritual – A ministry of piety.

Biblical Text: The Healing of the Epileptic Youth (Mark 9:14-29)

Summary: This chapter examines that to be effective in ministry one must be enriched spiritually. This is accomplished through the discipline of Bible study, prayer, worship, participation in Christian fellowship groups and reading religious books.

Chapter 10 

Purpose: Church – The institution that practices compassion as lived and taught by Jesus.

Biblical Text: A Summary of the Ministry of Jesus (Matthew 9:35-36)

Summary: Jesus was compassionate. He was devoted to alleviating human suffering by teaching and healing. He cared for the physical, emotional and spiritual needs of all individuals regardless of their socioeconomic status. Compassion is the model of ministry for the church and individual Christians.

CHAPTER TWO

THE GOOD SAMARITAN

LUKE 10:25-37

“NEIGHBORLINESS”

 July 11, 1804. On a rocky ledge in Weehawken, New Jersey, overlooking the west bank of the Hudson River, opposite New York City’s 42nd Street, two men faced each other bearing pistols. Angered over political differences the two statesmen could no longer compromise through debate. The death of one would settle the issue. The judge cried the command and the men walked in opposite directions. They turned about and two weapons discharged. Alexander Hamilton slumped to the ground. Aaron Burr walked away in silence.

 The bleeding politician, the bullet having entered the lower abdomen just above the right hip, was placed in a boat and rowed across the river and docked at the foot of Horatio Street. Lying in the bottom of the boat Hamilton asked to receive the sacrament for a dying man. Episcopal Bishop Benjamin Moore was summoned. Upon learning the cause of the wound, the Bishop withheld the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. He declared the stricken man needed time to reflect on the sin that had brought him so low. Hamilton persisted, next requesting an old friend, Rev. John Mason, to administer the sacrament. Mason came and likewise refused, for as a pastor of the Reformed Church he would not allow a private communion. Hamilton panicked fearing he would die without the blessing of the sacrament.

 
Shortly, the Bishop returned, insisting on a declaration of repentance from the dying man. Upon hearing Hamilton’s confession and securing the promise that if he should live he would condemn dueling, Bishop Moore offered the coveted sacrament. The next day Alexander Hamilton died, assured of his absolution.

The Bishop returned, but should he ever have left? Regarding the Reverend, is Holy Communion for one negated by the absence of a congregation? Here we encounter a perennial issue regarding religion – legalism. How do we interpret the laws of the church? How are they to be applied in uncertain situations? Can they be equitably enforced? Do church tenets properly parallel Scripture? How do we reconcile rubrics that are in direct opposition from one denomination to another? What is the role of individual conscience? These are timeless questions that are common to all religious expressions.

In the dialogue between Jesus and the lawyer, an expert in the law of Judaism, the issue of legalism versus individual responsibility came to the forefront. The lawyer entered into this controversy by wanting to know what boundary the law imposes on him. The lawyer was seeking limits to personal involvement and was countered with Jesus’ message of universality. A message Jesus illustrated in a parable.

The parable begins with a summons for clarification when the lawyer inquires, “And who is my neighbor?” The lawyer was seeking an answer that restricted neighbor to a person of his religious affiliation. This would be a narrow limit in which he was required to assist. In response Jesus narrates a story that has come to be called “The Parable of the Good Samaritan.” 

A man was traveling the road from Jerusalem to Jericho. This was a perilous journey with Jerusalem 2,300 feet above sea level and Jericho, near the Dead Sea, the lowest point on the surface of the earth, located 1,300 feet below sea level. The seventeen-mile road descended 3,600 feet through rocky terrain, surrounded by numerous caves in which robbers laid in wait for unsuspecting and defenseless travelers. The road was often referred to as “The Bloody Way” or “The Red.” 


Somewhere along this rock strewn path a man was ambushed by brigands. Robbed, severely beaten and left naked along the side of the road as dead he was in desperate need of medical treatment. A priest and then a Levite traveling the road ignored the unknown traveler. Then a Samaritan came upon the stranger and stopped to help. 

Compassion became the turning point of the story, for it alone motivated the Samaritan to minister to a stranger. Jesus said of the commuter, “But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; and when he saw him, he was moved with compassion.” The choice of the word compassion accentuates that the Samaritan felt the suffering of the nameless victim as if it were his own. 

Accordingly he went to him and bandaged the traveler’s wounds, after having poured oil and wine on them. The Samaritan extended his involvement by placing the man on his own animal and carrying him to an inn for recuperation. He left with the promise that he would visit on his return trip. It came as a shock to the Jewish listeners that it was a Samaritan who offered care as the severest racial and religious prejudice separated the two sects.

If we dissect the characters, events and dialogue that transpired in this story it dramatically illustrates for the reader an attitude of indifference as opposed to one of involvement. The parable is structured in a way that we can plausibly find ourselves in either role. Suddenly we are thrust into the audience gathered at the feet of Jesus, forced to make a decision.


The lawyer wanted to know, “Who is my neighbor?” Sadly, it was not an inquiry of inclusion but exclusion. What person, what nationality, what race, what gender, what socioeconomic position, what religion could rightfully be viewed as someone beyond the bounds of legal obligation of providing care? The lawyer is seeking to exonerate himself in order to escape the demands of the law, a law that may take him where he chooses not to go.


This is heightened for the Jews whose concept of neighbor is a word steeped in controversy and uncertainty. New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias, in his book The Parables of Jesus, discusses that the debate of who is my friend “was justifiable, since the answer was in dispute. It was generally agreed that the term connoted fellow-countrymen, including full proselytes, but there was disagreement about the exceptions: The Pharisees were inclined to exclude non-Pharisees; the Essenes required that a man ‘should hate all the sons of darkness’; a rabbinical saying ruled that heretics, informers, and renegades ‘should be pushed (into the ditch) and not pulled out…’” According to Jeremias, this returns us to the original inquiry on the part of the lawyer, “Hence, Jesus was not being asked for the definition of the term ‘friend’, but for an indication as to where, within the community, the limits of the duty of loving were to be drawn. How far does my responsibility extend?”


The lawyer’s question is one all of us have asked. The inquiry read on paper is poignant for being extremely selfish, self-righteous and self-centered. When we find ourselves acting it out in the day-to-day it can become acceptable behavior, deemed as an inevitable personality temperament. The focus now becomes do we live as the lawyer desired or by what Jesus taught? Do we draw lines or are our boundaries of acceptance limitless? Do we categorize people or do we see everyone as a part of our globally extended family? Do we have our own hierarchy of who is important or does every individual share equal importance as a member of the human race? Do we judge a person as to whether he or she dwells in the same socioeconomic strata of being one of us or do make no distinctions based on arbitrary standards? Then, according to our answer, we act exclusively or inclusively. The lawyer sought with his query to justify the limited scope of his concern. We, with the mindset of the lawyer, are equally culpable of such selectivity.

In the question of legalism one must be obedient to the doctrines of denominational or independent churches, though in defining boundaries they impose, each of us must exercise careful scrutiny. We must be cautious that living righteously is not circumvented by living legalistically. We must guard that the application of doctrine is fairly applied. We must be careful not to allow dogma to take precedence over pastoral care. We must realize the biblical mandate that judgment is always subordinate to grace. We must be bold enough to give supremacy to the message of the heart rather than bureaucratic dictates. We must avoid both unquestioning obedience and rationalized self-justification.


Benjamin Franklin wrote in his autobiography of an incident and moral learned that vicariously became a watershed learning experience for me. It is a lesson never forgotten and I reference it often in my private deliberations regarding moral choices. Franklin, as a young man, resolved not to eat “animal Food” since doing so was “a kind of unprovok’d Murder” as the animals never did us any injury. He soon grew weary of his resolution. He desired to eat meat once more, but as a man of principle he would not renege on his stated course. 

Sailing from Boston he found himself with crewmen who fished for their meals, catching cod and frying them on deck. The aroma was overwhelmingly delicious, but his vow must remain intact. Seeking a means to circumvent his pledge Franklin pondered, “I balanc’d some time between Principle & Inclination: till I recollected, that when the Fish were opened, I saw smaller Fish taken out of their Stomachs: Then thought I, if you eat one another, I don’t see why we mayn’t feast you.” Having rationalized that it was acceptable to eat meat, he heartily sat at the table of plenty. Franklin’s closing line to this incident, titled, “Principle & Inclination,” ought to be memorized by all, “So convenient a thing it is to be a reasonable Creature, since it enables one to find or make Reason for every thing one has a mind to do.” 


The lawyer wanted to know, “Who is my neighbor?” and would use any justifiable reason to confine the group. The Jews resolved to discover, “Is it limited to a fellow-countryman?” The Pharisees inquired if it excluded any “non-Pharisees”? The Essenes petitioned if all “sons of darkness are disqualified?” Rabbis desired clarification that “heretics, informers, and renegades could be exempt from acts of decency?” Being like-minded we probe if it is limited to “race, gender, age, or eminence?” Being reasonable creatures we can be very selective of the facts and impose much fiction, enabling us to narrow the list to a few that we accept as comrades.


If we are serious minded individuals we must now engage ourselves in an inner dialogue. The conversation within our conscience must be blatantly honest, truthful and candid. The discourse commences with the query are we still climbing Jacob’s ladder or welcoming everyone into Sarah’s Circle? It continues with do we separate ladder climbing from circle dancing as if they are autonomous domains? The question then becomes whose hands will we step on for personal gain as opposed to embracing the hands of everyone with whom we come into contact? We must inquire of ourselves will we extend the height of the ladder or will we endlessly expand the circle? The self-examination ends with the question who will we define as our neighbor? Matthew Fox offers guidance for dialogue when he writes, “The question is not so much where God is as when will people allow God to be among them?” 


This question was posed by David Kinnaman as he embarked upon his book titled unchristian. In his inquiry he researched why young adults have ceased attending church. Perhaps this interview from the pages summarizes it best. A single mother, Victoria, with a four-year-old son was having a difficult time. Seeking solace and support she joined a church. In time she retreated from the pews and back into isolation with this realization, “Everyone told me what to do as a parent, but no one bothered to help.” 


Do we allow God to be among us? Are we that undistinguishable from the lawyer, a prolific advice giver but a reluctant caregiver? Kinnaman, in his chapter on hypocrisy and the sorry incident just reported concluded, “Here is what it boils down to – and, I believe, one of the most important findings of our research for this book: among young outsiders, 84 percent say they personally know at least one committed Christian. Yet just 15 percent thought the lifestyles of those Christ followers were significantly different from the norm. The gap speaks volumes.”


There is a gap between saying and doing. There is a gap between desiring to help and actually helping. There is a gap between getting off the ladder and indeed joining the circle. There is a gap between calling oneself a Christian and acting Christ-like. So the lawyer, and we at his side, ought to reconsider if we are spending too much time studying the law as opposed to living the Great Commandment. A hypocrite gives advice but neglects to give care. 


Dagwood and Blondie Bumstead are having dinner at the home of Julius and Cora Dithers. Julius excuses himself from the table and in his absence Cora remarks, “There’s a lot of good in that man.” Blondie, surprised by the comment, responds, “How nice of you to say that.” Never missing an opportunity to fault her husband Cora continues, “Well, it must be true because so little of it ever comes out.” 

There is a lot of good in all of us but if it remains hidden so will our Christian convictions. Young outsiders and others who resent the apparent hypocrisy of the church will be mindful if our actions imitate our words. Only when we bind the wounds of a stranger found along the side of the road or assist a single mother struggling to raise a four-year-old child will we be perceived to be genuine proponents of community. 

If you think life can be lived disconnected from community ponder the observation of comedian Jimmy Durante, “Be nice to the people on the way up. They’re the same people you’ll pass on the way down.” As this is a truism why do we fail to comprehend that we are members of a global village? Why does goodness remain hidden within as opposed to expressing gratitude without? Why are we hesitant to help as opposed to being advocates of justice? Why are we able to rationalize our disassociation rather than being heralds of community? What makes us like the priest and Levite?

New Testament scholar Darrell Bock notes in his commentary on Luke’s gospel that “no reason” is offered by Jesus for the failure of the priest and Levite to stop and render assistance. Bock summarized, “Interpreters speculate as to why they refused to help. Do they fear being jumped themselves? Do they fear being rendered unclean? The text gives us no reason. As is often the case, the bother and discomfort of helping have kept the man dying on the road.” This is probably the case for most of us, that there really is “no reason” for us not to stop and render assistance. Yet, I am sure, we are pros at offering excuses or self-justifications for not helping.

What would be the self-rationalization for the priest and Levite in their refusal to minister to the stranger along the side of the road, and how are you and I a part of that scenario? In evaluating the actions of the priest, New Testament scholar William Barclay in his commentary on the Gospel of Luke wrote, “There was the priest. He hastened past. No doubt he was remembering that he who touched a dead man was unclean for seven days (Numbers 19:11). He could not be sure but he feared that the man was dead; to touch him would mean losing his turn of duty in the Temple; and he refused to risk that. He set the claims of ceremonial above those of charity. The Temple and its liturgy meant more to him than the pain of man.” Barclay’s message is clear that ministering to the pain of another human being took precedence above all other duties and responsibilities. It is a summons to each of us that being charitable is our foremost calling.


The actions of the Levite cannot escape scrutiny, for his indifference is an indictment on all of us. Joachim Jeremias in his book The Parables of Jesus noted that the Levite was traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho, which means his Temple obligations were completed. Jeremias informs us, “Although, according to the text of Lev. 21.1 ff., the priest, even in everyday life, was forbidden to touch a corpse (with the exception of his nearest blood-relations), the Levite was only required to observe ritual cleanliness in the course of his cultic duties….In short, it is difficult to regard the levites as governed by ritualistic considerations.” The Levite could have stopped but instead he chose to continue on his walk home. How many of us are equally self-centered as we desire not to be interrupted or inconvenienced. This is an important question to ponder as we reflect on what it means to live in a community. 


Reviewing the literature on the actions of the two temple workers, Walter Liefeld in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary wrote, “…the point of the story seems to require that the priest and the Levite be without excuse.” This, perhaps, is the harshest indictment one could make. How often does our inactivity fall within the category of being “without excuse”?  

Respected scholar and mid-twentieth century pastor of Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City, George Arthur Buttrick, in his book The Parables of Jesus wrote, “In print the conduct of the priest and Levite seems monstrous, but in the print of our own experience it assumes a different color. Can we be sure that we would never play their part?” Later in the paragraph he penned, “There were a hundred good excuses for their callousness. It was monstrous of them to quench the sudden uprising of sympathy, the monstrous mood is very commonplace. Our diffused compassions are not often brought to the focus of actual help in an actual need. We herald the dawn of a new earth more easily than we lend our fingers to binding up present and particular wounds.”

Buttrick’s summation is a call for us to enter into self-reflection and contemplation. Both the author and reader could list a hundred excuses for continuing the journey of indifference. The message of Jesus dispels any excuse as being justifiable for nothing takes precedence over binding up an individual’s wound, be it physical, emotional or spiritual. Compassion, according to Buttrick, “seeks not for limits, but for opportunities.” It is our calling to seek out opportunities to be pastoral and not find superficial excuses to remain disengaged.

For the most part our inattentiveness does not stem from being uncaring and callous individuals. It is usually the result of being preoccupied or overwhelmed with our agenda for the day. This presents itself as an unwillingness to get involved as our previously scheduled commitments take priority. This being the case, we know we must make a conscious effort to be responsive to the one lying along the side of the road. 

Jesus was a man of great discernment. He understood human nature, expertly interpreting what motivates men and women to action and citing what factors are hindrances. This, of course, is what made him such an astute teacher that consoled some and annoyed many. Jesus shattered many preconceived notions that individuals use to justify a lack of compulsion to become engaged in the tribulation of another. This was aptly demonstrated by stating that all three came upon the traveler “by chance,” but only one responded. 

If the wounded traveler had a scheduled appointment in the day planners of the two clerics, the allotted time would have been observed. He would have been accommodated in the course of their duties for the day. The clerics coming upon him “by chance” viewed him as an interruption, an inconvenience that was not their responsibility. “By chance” required a reorientation of the day, disrupting continuity and forsaking other planned activities, some business, some family, some personal. Something, as Jesus was well aware, people are reluctant to do.

As a pastor I became frustrated when my scheduled plans for the day would regularly go astray. A phone call or a knock at the office door and then the hours set aside for sermon preparation and office work would suddenly be replaced by a several hour drive to the city hospital or a visit to the nursing home. I once asked my neighboring pastor how he dealt with the unexpected and unannounced. His answer has remained with me for decades, focusing my actions ever since. His insight: “the most meaningful ministry occurs in the interruptions.” 

That has really become my maxim. A schedule produces a well crafted sermon, but an interruption alleviates sorrow. Office work promotes efficiency, but an interruption offers the opportunity for healing. Meetings maintain the institution, but an interruption reconstructs relationships. The traveler along the side of the road – an interruption – is the heart of ministry. We cannot retreat into the limits of our day planner; instead, we must challenge ourselves to accept the opportunity to move forward by getting involved. 

In 1901 President William B. McKinley visited Niagara Falls. Encouraged by his entourage he agreed to walk across the bridge connecting the United States with Canada. Great excitement prevailed until he suddenly halted near the center of the bridge and returned stateside. When asked for a reason for such an abrupt and unexpected change of plans McKinley explained that he did not want to be the first president to leave the boundaries of the United States while still in office.

In our calling to follow Christ we cannot go halfway nor can we turn around. We must journey into foreign lands and foreboding places. We must persevere, conquering every obstacle placed in our path. Obliged to our Savior we are undaunted in our mission. A compassionate response assures people of a caring God.

Philip Yancey in his book The Jesus I Never Knew, wrote, “One question, however, no longer gnaws at me as it once did, a question I believe lurks behind most of our issues with God: ‘Does God care?’ I know of only one way to answer that question, and it has come through my study of the life of Jesus. In Jesus, God gave us a face…”

On that sorrowful day outside of Jericho, where was the presence of God as the wounded man looked not at a face but at the back of a head moving steadily away?

Darrell Bock brings to our attention that the priest and Levite both “passed by on the other side” of the road. Bock observed, “The detail of crossing the road is no accident. It is a brilliant use of literary space: the priest gets as far away as possible from the wounded man as he passes by.” In a most disturbing way they were removing themselves from any obligation to render assistance. They were distancing themselves from any possibility of involvement. Physical movement accentuated their emotional feeling of detachment.

Detachment can be physical or emotional, both of which are means of remaining uninvolved. It must be asked why are we compelled to do so. Is it an assumption we cannot make a difference so why take the risk of getting involved? Is it that we feel we lack the skills required, in turn convincing ourselves there is someone else more capable? Is it the belief that this is not my problem, therefore relinquishing responsibility to someone who cares for such things? There are countless reasons for remaining detached, but are they reasons or self-justifications? Crossing the street is easy, but is it right? 

There’s a poignant scene in the movie “Driving Miss Daisy” that stirs one’s conscience to ask on which side of the road shall we walk. Miss Daisy (Jessica Tandy) and her black chauffeur Hoke Colburn (Morgan Freeman) are driving to Mobile to celebrate the 90th birthday of Miss Daisy’s uncle. Along the way they innocently park their car on a beautiful lawn next to a serene lake. There they sit in quiet conversation sharing a box lunch. 

Two Alabama State Troopers arrive interrupting this peaceful setting by questioning Colburn’s right to drive an automobile. Only when Miss Daisy establishes that she is a woman of prominence and wealth do the patrolmen cease their harassment. Harried, Miss Daisy and Colburn leave their lunch half eaten and depart. Watching the car travel down the highway one trooper says to the other, “An old nigger and an old Jew woman taken off down the road together. Now ain’t that a sorry sight.”

The real sorry sight is the inability of the two troopers to see Miss Daisy and Hoke Colburn as human beings possessing the same rights and privileges as all other persons. It is pathetic that our society is blinded by “isms” – racism, sexism, ageism – attitudes that demean and belittle. One considers himself or herself superior to another person rooted in some arbitrary standard of skin color, or religious affiliation, or gender, or age, or worse yet, a combination of the above. This is why it was so easy for the priest and Levite to cross the street, physically separating them from someone with whom they supposedly held nothing in common. 

Former U.S. Senator George Aiken (1892-1984) said, “If we were to wake up some morning and find that everyone was the same race, creed and color, we would find some other cause for prejudice by noon.” This is the natural state of humanity in which you and I are participants. The traveler, lying naked, absent of any source of identity, is representative of everyone. Lacking a sense of solidarity, by our choosing, it is easy to disregard him with indifference.

Bock realized this weakness in human nature, the inability to perceive a stranger as a neighbor, by ending his commentary on the parable of the Good Samaritan with this prescription, “To love God means to show mercy to those in need. An authentic life is found in serving God and caring for others. This is the central tenet of discipleship. Here human beings fulfill their created role – to love God and be a neighbor to others by meeting their needs. Neighbors are not determined by race, creed or gender; neighbor consists of anyone in need made in the image of God.” 

Each individual, whether known to us or not, is due the respect of our time and presence in the midst of a personal crisis. The individual may be a part of our social circle or one we would never entertain, but he or she must still summon within us an obligatory response of assistance. Without hesitation we kneel beside any individual at the side of the road for he or she is a child of God, the same as you and me.


Luke transcribed the parable in Greek using “rhythmic cadence,” purposely constructed to mark the action of the Samaritan as even more startling. Both the priest and the Levite, individually, “when he sees” (kai idon) is followed by “passing on the other side” (antiparelthen). The Samaritan, “when he sees” (kai idon), the audience expects the same repetitive reaction, he would “pass on the other side” (antiparelthen). Instead, the rhythm is disrupted with the explosive action “he had compassion” (esplanchnisthe). John R. Donahue, in his book The Gospel in Parable, offered this interpretation for the renewed response, “Compassion is the bridge between simply looking on injured and half-dead fellow human beings and entering their world with saving grace.” Donahue denotes this to be an “ethical action.” Compassion obliges us to such an enterprise.


Esther Hill, a physician, teacher, suffragist, abolitionist, and a Northerner, traveled to the Southern heartland in the 1860s to minister to black Union troops and newly freed slaves. During her years of service she kept a diary detailing all that she observed and recording her innermost feelings. On May 13, 1865, in Charleston, South Carolina, she chronicled the repugnant conditions in which the rebel defenders of the city lived, lamenting, “and it would take a stout heart to ride unmoved, among them – dirty, ragged, starving expresses their condition.”


Therein lays the difference between the priest and the Samaritan. Does one have a stout heart unmoved by the plight of another as to be callously insensitive, or is one’s heart so attuned to the suffering of another that it bleeds with their blood? Buttrick wrote, “Only the eyes and the spirit of the Samaritan make neighborliness.” Neighborliness is not in the vocabulary of the inattentive.


Highlighting the Samaritan’s involvement is the loathing the Jews held for this religious sect. When the northern kingdom of Israel was conquered by the Assyrians in 722 B.C.E., it was separated from the southern tribes residing in Judah. Sargon II of Assyria deported 27,290 Jews, replenishing the countryside with foreigners from various countries. The Samaritans who resided in the province of Samaria, located in the central region of the northern kingdom, intermarried with the new inhabitants who came to dwell there. This blending of cultures allowed for the adoption of some common religious practices. The most significant was claiming Mt. Gerizim of Samaria, not Mt. Zion of Jerusalem, as the true location to erect a temple for worshiping God. The Samaritans continued their affiliation with Judaism, though only recognizing the Pentateuch, the first five books of the Old Testament, as authoritative thereby discarding all other teachings. This was an affront to those who maintained the traditions and teachings retained by the Temple in Jerusalem. The word Samaritan soon came to designate not a geographic region but a religious order, branding them as heretics. 


Listening to this parable was a sobering moment for those who lived by the law. It was an apostate, not a Jewish priest, who understood the meaning of love. Richard Longenecker in his book The Challenge of Jesus’ Parables, declared, “Jesus’ question to the lawyer at the end of the story reveals how he completely has revolutionized the original question, ‘Who is my neighbor?’ ‘Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?’ The lawyer responds, ‘The one who showed mercy.’ Notice the lawyer does not respond by saying ‘the Samaritan.’ The identification of the one who showed mercy as being a Samaritan is so odious that the lawyer seems not to be able to name him.” We must examine ourselves to deduce if we harbor such prejudices, and if so how we can dispel them.


Purves noted that the traveler, stripped naked, had “little now to give him religious, ethnic, or social identity. He represented every person in need.” A neighbor, it can be concluded, is anyone. Our response, it can be concluded, is compassion. This is neighborliness.


In an article titled, “Beyond the Finish Line,” NASCAR driver Jeff Gordon learned the meaning of being a neighbor and how it refocuses our life’s journey. At one time he believed, “Life was about winning races.” He then became friends with two young boys with cancer, persuading him to rewrite his philosophy with the awareness, “Racing and life weren’t the same thing.” One boy was the son of his former crew chief and the other was a child he befriended. Both boys taught him that winning is much bigger than crossing the finish line, more substantially it can include “sick kids, kids who are immeasurably brave, the true winners.” 


Inspired by the lives of these children Gordon involved himself in several philanthropic organizations, Make-A-Wish being one, and with his wife, Ingrid, established The Jeff Gordon Foundation. He realized that life must encompass more than driving an oval track. Gordon concluded, “I’m not going to try to fool you. Winning on the track is what I’m always aiming for. That’s my job, how I support my family and my foundation. But winning is best when it’s about something bigger and better than crossing the finish line first. I can make a difference – any one of us can – in ways far beyond what’s humanly possible to imagine. Two kids taught me that.”  


The Parable of the Good Samaritan reexamines the definition of love. It is more inclusive and embracing than one may have previously thought. Unlike the other gospel writers Luke does not subordinate neighbor from God as both are equally loved. This is authenticated by the use of the conjunction “and.” What some have called the “law of love” resides in Jesus’ response to the lawyer, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 

Loving the traveler alongside the road is equal to loving God. Jeremias calls this to our attention when he writes in answer to the original inquiry by the lawyer, “The scribe is thinking of himself, when he asks: What is the limit of my responsibility? (v.29) Jesus says to him: Think of the sufferer, put yourself in his place, consider, Who needs help from me? (v.36) Then you will see that love’s demand knows no limit.”


We are called to observe a new commandment. It is a commandment of love that makes no distinctions. It is absent of boundaries; therefore, it is all inclusive. It is a calling we are all capable of following if we surrender our prejudices for impartiality. It is a commandment we can all participate in if we are unencumbered by self-perceived limitations, renounce our feelings of inadequacy and dispel the notion we lack the resources to help. Replace these with the biblical assurance that any act of kindness, however seemingly inadequate, is healing. You and I are as capable as the Samaritan.   


The response of the Samaritan was not gargantuan. It was simply the willingness to apply the common means he had available. He used some of his clothes for bandages. He offered some of his oil as balm. He allowed the traveler to journey on his mule. He paid the innkeeper to allow the stranger days to recover unencumbered by debt or fear. Ordinary utensils were used for extraordinary means.


More important than having a flask of oil in hand is to have a spirit of graciousness. To be compassionate is to be present. The intangible of presence far exceeded the value of the Samaritan’s offer of wine. It is to listen as the sufferer realizes someone is concerned. It is to embrace and provide the assurance that the ostracized is not alone. It is to touch knowing that the abused is accepted in his or her loathsome state. It is to befriend which, offers assurance that the discriminated will not be forsaken. It is to be unhurried for there is no one else that must be attended to but the one at my side. It is to have the heart of God.


After nearly a decade of being on The View, Meredith Vieira had the opportunity to co-host the TODAY show with Matt Lauer. Several months into occupying her new chair she was summoned to Virginia Tech to report on the campus shootings that took the lives of 32 individuals, most of whom were students. As a reporter she had the difficult assignment of ferreting the answers to an unspeakable tragedy. But what made it “my toughest day” is that “I could not escape being a mom and thinking of my own kids.”  One does not attend to tragedy in isolation, as Vieira acknowledged, “Most reporters are also parents and it is hard sometimes for us not to see the news at least partly from that perspective – especially something as shocking as the Virginia Tech slayings.”


At the end of the day, having completed her last interview, she disposed with the persona of reporter and accepted the mantle of mother. She said, “I just wanted to be a mom hanging out with these kids.” Attending the candlelight vigil she had the opportunity to hug, cry, listen, and share in the pain. With the lights extinguished the morning show host, whom we seldom think of as mother, rather as celebrity, realized, “Yes, it has been a long day, both as a reporter and a mom. But in the end I had found comfort in the simple act of connecting with these students. It is in these small moments that healing begins.”


Compassion is a polysyllable word, but it is a monosyllable action – love.


The early church fathers understood Jesus to be the Good Samaritan in the parable and his benevolence outlined the ministry of the church. Theologically applying the parable in such a manner is defined as “Patristic Allegory.” “Patristic” pertains to the fathers of the Christian church and their writings. “Allegory” is a symbolic narrative. Reading these interpretations establishes the doctrine that Jesus was defined by the church fathers as “The Compassionate One.”

Origen (ca. 185–ca. 254), a Christian scholar and theologian who wrote a commentary on all the books of the Bible, interpreted Scripture allegorically. He wrote in his Homilies on the Gospel of Luke, “The man who is going down is Adam. Jerusalem is paradise, and Jericho the world. The robbers are hostile powers. The priest is the law, the Levite is the prophets, and the Samaritan is Christ. The wounds are disobedience. The beast is the Lord’s body. The pandochium (that is, the stable), which accepts all who enter, is the church. The two denarii mean the Father and the Son. The manager of the stable is the head of the church, to whom all care has been entrusted. The fact that the Samaritan promises he will return represents the Savior’s second coming…” Origen, with the understanding that Jesus is the Good Samaritan, proclaims that the church offers salvation and fellowship.

Ambrose (ca. between 337 and 340 – April 4, 397), the Bishop of Milan, who is considered one of the four original Doctors of the Church (Latin doctor, teacher, from Latin docere, to teach) recorded in his Exposition of the Gospel of Luke, “Here the Samaritan is going down. Who is he except he who descended from heaven, who also ascended to heaven, the Son of man who is in heaven? When he sees half-dead him whom none could cure before, like her with the issue of blood who had spent all her inheritance on physicians, he came near him. He became a neighbor by acceptance of our common feeling and kin by the gift of mercy.” Ambrose associated Jesus as the Good Samaritan who defined neighbor and how the church is the vessel of acceptance.

Augustine (November 13, 354 – August 28, 430), Bishop of Hippo, considered the pre-eminent Doctor of the Church, was a philosopher and theologian. He framed the theological concept of original sin, postulated the just war theory, developed a sacramental theology, established a doctrine of ecclesiology and promoted papal supremacy. He wrote in a sermon, “Robbers left you half-dead on the road, but you have been found lying there by the passing of a kindly Samaritan. Wine and oil have been poured on you. You have received the sacrament of the only-begotten Son. You have been lifted onto his mule. You have believed that Christ became flesh. You have been brought to the inn, and you are being cured in the church. That is where and why I am speaking. This is what I too, what all of us are doing. We are performing the duties of the innkeeper.” Jesus is the Good Samaritan who is the model of discipleship for the church.

Attested to by the gospel writers and the early church fathers, Jesus is the embodiment of compassion, both in word and deed. 

On March 30, 1981, an assassin’s bullet ricocheted off the presidential limousine and penetrated President Ronald Reagan’s chest, just below the armpit, lodging in the 70-year-old’s left lung. Being prepped for surgery at George Washington Hospital, Reagan asked the trauma team, "Please tell me you're all Republicans." The chief surgeon, Dr. Joseph Giordano, a liberal Democrat, reassured the President, replying, "We're all Republicans today." 

That’s neighborliness. 
 
