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"What Must I Do?"

Our passage from Luke gives us what is possibly the most well known of all of Jesus' teachings,
the parable of The Good Samaritan.  Surprisingly, it is found only in Luke's gospel and nowhere else in
the Bible.  It is a fairly simple story, but it has profound implications for how we are to live with each
other.

Luke tells us first, that a lawyer, a man who studies and knows the law, asks Jesus what he must
do to inherit eternal life?  Jesus, knowing the man knows the law, asks him what the law says.  The man
answers by reciting part of the Shema (Deut. 6:4-5) a core statement of Jewish faith which was and still is,
one of the most important tenets in all of Judaism.  "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."  He follows it with another
line from Leviticus (19:18), "and your neighbor as yourself."  Jesus answers him that he is correct.  That
this is what the law declares that one should do.  Go, and do that, Jesus says, and you will live.  

But the man is not satisfied.  He wants more.  Remember, Luke sets him up as an adversary to
Jesus, saying right at the beginning of this encounter, that he wanted to "test" Jesus.  So, he asks further. 
"And who is my neighbor?"  So, in response, Jesus tells his parable, about 4 men.  One who is robbed and
beaten and left for dead, and the three who come by him, two who pass him by and the third who stops to
care for him.

Now for some people, this is a simple story about being nice to someone in need, or being friendly
to a stranger.  But for the lawyer, this story becomes an opportunity for transformation.  Real, life
changing transformation.  Though he is an adversary, Jesus takes the time to tell this parable to him. 
Jesus overlooks the lawyer's resentment for him and responds to him with the same kind of love that the
Samaritan in the story had for the man who hads been beaten.  

What strikes me about the parable, is not so much how the first two men, the priest and the Levite,
both religious leaders, ignored the man and passed him by, as disconcerting as that may be.  What strikes
me is the extent to which the Samaritan goes to care for the man.  He first of all takes a risk in assisting a
wounded victim just by being there in that place.  Then he bandages his wounds, puts him on his own
donkey and carries him to an inn, where he takes him in and cares for him.  

He commits more than a whole day of his time.  He certainly had other responsibilities, other
things he had to do.  He stays a night with the man, and then leaves the innkeeper some money and
instructs him to have the man cared for, with the promise of payment for all the expenses when he returns. 
This is more than just being nice.  This is more than doing what the law may require.  This is more than
anyone would expect of a stranger or even a friend.  This is how you would care for a member of your
own family.  This is how you would hope someone would care for you, if you were in that same situation.

And I think the lawyer gets that.  Because what he answers when Jesus asks, "Which of these
three, do you think, proved neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?", is "The one who showed
him mercy."  "Mercy."  The lawyer understood that the key to the kind of love we are to have for our
neighbor, isn't about what the law says is right, it isn't about what our cultural norms or morals say is
appropriate.  



It is mercy, kindness, compassion.  It is that kind of love that is heartfelt, that is felt deep within a
person.  It is the kind of love that overlooks any differences, any prejudices, anything that might separate
you from another.  Even being from cultures and ethnic backgrounds that have had long and deep hatred
for one another, which is the way the Jews and Samaritans felt toward each other.  It is the kind of love,
that puts love first.  No matter what.

In a book I am reading called Soil and Sacrament - A Spiritual Memoir of Food and Faith, Fred
Bahnson tells a story about a woman, Susan Sides, who managed a community garden called "Lord's
Acre" in North Carolina.  This is a huge garden that provides tons of food for local food pantries and
people.  Susan told him a story about some stolen watermelons.  She and some workers had noticed one
July that some of their watermelons began to disappear.  Soon other varieties of melons were also
missing.  They couldn't understand why anyone would want to steal from a garden that raised food for the
hungry.  

Then, at one point, they discovered who the thief was.  It was a woman who was known to be ill,
who lived in poverty and isolation, not far from Lord's Acre.  One day Susan had an opportunity to talk to
the woman, Emma.  Their talk began well, but soon, Susan quickly realized that Emma was not mentally
stable, as the woman became very angry, yelling, even foaming at the mouth.  Susan listened to her verbal
abuse for over an hour.  Eventually the woman left.

A few months later, after the garden workers mailed flyers to all their neighbors, explaining what
the Lord's Acre garden was all about, Emma came and apologized to her.  She explained that she had had
troubles with her medications but now was straightened out.  She had seen the flyer and now understood
what the garden was about and promised not to steal from it anymore.  In response, Susan asked if Emma
would like to grow her own watermelons?  Soon Susan and some of the workers would come and build
Emma a raised garden and help her plant the watermelons, and even deliver water to her every week, as
she had no running water where she lived.  Eventually, Emma became part of the Lord's Acre garden
crew, helping to grow and harvest food for others.  

Here was true transformation.  Susan, could have easily responded to Emma's initial outburst with
anger and retribution.  She could have sought to trap her the next time she came to steal from the garden. 
She could have made her an adversary.  But she didn't.  Instead she sought to understand Emma.  She was
patient.  She sought to understand her.  And she acted out of love for her.  Acted with love for this
neighbor of hers.  And eventually, Emma understood and could accept that love, and more than that,
responded with a love of her own, becoming part of the garden crew, seeking to help feed others.

In a time when there seems to be so much anger and hatred.  In a time when so many seem to
make themselves adversaries with others rather than treat each other like neighbors.  In a time when
division seems to be the hallmark of our society.  We need to know and practice mercy, that kind of love
that puts love first.

The love of Christ is that love which calls us to show mercy, not retribution; patience and
understanding, not intolerance; kindness, not cruelty; compassion, not indifference; unity, not division. 
This is what we must know for ourselves.  This is what we must teach to our children.  This is what we
must learn from one another.  This is what we must do.  Amen.


