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“Hey, Kris, do you want to join a 3-on-3 adult basketball league?” 

“No.” When I’ve offered that brief answer in the past, the other person has often been 

puzzled. For me, reason has always come down to this: I like straight lines. Give me a starting point 

and a finishing point, and I will do my best to get from A to B as efficiently as I can. I know that 

sports that would have me going every which way are not for me. And at my age, I’d rather not risk 

an injury that would keep me from running my straight lines. Just give me the chance to run an 

efficient straight path from start to finish.  

Which leads me to believe that I would get along very well with the lawyer who appears in 

today’s gospel lesson. No, he’s not a runner that we know of. Although what we are told about him 

leads me to believe that the way I engage in sports is the way that he engages in faith. Out of the 

starting blocks he asks, “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” He’s already focused on 

that finish line. He knows it is out there ahead of him, and his focus is to make sure he gets to that 

finish life as directly and efficiently as possible. I honestly think that Jesus knows where this 

conversation is headed, and that he subtly plays along. Why not slow the lawyer down a little bit 

with some questions; you know, to help him think this one through. “What is written in the law? 

What do you read there?” Jesus asks.  

“Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind; and love your 

neighbor as yourself.”  

To which Jesus replies, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” He 

acknowledges the lawyer’s thoughts on what the straight line is: love God with all you have, and love 

your neighbor as yourself. You can tie a nice little bow on that. Yet Jesus doesn’t elaborate, because 

he knows that this man is going to want to figure out how to make this straight line to the finish 

even more efficient. Because if this lawyer is crystal clear on who counts as his neighbor, then he 
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doesn’t need to waste any energy on those people who aren’t his neighbor. And at this point there is 

an interesting turn of phrase. “But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “‘And who is my 

neighbor?’” 

‘Wanting to justify himself.’ Justify in the biblical languages was a legal term used in a court 

setting, to describe when a judgment was made that things have been set right as they should be. For 

instance, if I killed my neighbor’s goat, the law may say that I should pay my neighbor some money 

or give him one of my goats. But when I do that action, I’m still not justified; I’m only justified after 

a judge says that I am now in right standing. So if this lawyer wants to justify himself, in his mind he 

is both the defendant and the judge in the same case. Even back then that would be viewed as 

entirely inappropriate. Of course in matters of eternal life, God is the one who sits on the judge’s 

bench; even the lawyer knows this. So by wanting to justify himself for eternal life, it is an admission 

that the lawyer has an image of God in mind that is both impersonal and formulaic. In the lawyer’s 

mind, God may be the one who is judge, but all that judge does is compute answers of “justified or 

not” based on rules and formulas. So as long as the lawyer knows the rules and formulas that God 

uses, the lawyer can figure out what his judgment will be. Therefore he is able to “justify himself.” 

So he asked Jesus, ‘And who is my neighbor?’ which is basically the lawyer saying, “Give me this 

part of the formula that is not clear to me, so that I can run a straight and efficient line to the 

finish.”  

So Jesus tells this lawyer a story. It’s about someone traveling down the road from Jerusalem 

to Jericho. He’s attacked and left for dead. A priest passes by him. Then a Levite passes by him. 

Finally a Samaritan -- you know, one of those loathsome people that everyone in Judah and Galilee 

despised -- a Samaritan comes along, takes pity, cares for the man, and provides from his own 

money for the stranger’s long-term care. Jesus finishes by saying, “Which of these three, do you 

think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” And the lawyer says, “The 

one who showed him mercy.” Jesus replies, “Go and do likewise.” 

As a parable, this story invites us to identify with various characters. For instance, there are 

days that I see myself most clearly in the words and actions of the Samaritan, and there are days that 
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I see myself as one of the callous religious leaders. There are also the days that I resonate the most 

with the donkey. 

All of that is fine; you are welcome to connect to any of these characters and hear the story 

in a fresh way each time you hear it. Yet who in the parable is the lawyer supposed to connect to? 

Given all that we know about this lawyer -- his efficient straight-line approach to obtaining eternal 

life, and how he views God as impersonal and formulaic -- what does Jesus’ parable have to say to 

him?  

Jesus invites this lawyer to see himself as the man who is beaten and left for dead on the 

road. Jesus wants this lawyer to resonate with someone who needs to be rescued. Someone who has 

no power to remedy the situation, who is just lying there helpless. The priest and the Levite 

personify the lawyer’s understanding of God: impersonal and formulaic. They had their jobs to 

perform, and that was it. What I love about the Greek language here is that it describes the priest 

and Levite as walking “down the road” -- in the elevation-sense down the road. Jericho is at the 

lowest point on earth -- the Dead Sea -- so Jesus is saying they have already completed their jobs in 

Jerusalem. This means they don’t avoid the beaten man because touching him would make them 

unclean and unable to perform their religious jobs. They already did their work. The priest and 

Levite avoid the man simply because they are callous. Their responsibility is to perform their tasks 

according to the formula; providing care is not a part of their responsibilities. So they represent the 

lawyer’s view of God as impersonal and formulaic. 

With that, Jesus effectively says, “God is like a Samaritan who had no business being in 

Judah, yet while there he took notice of a Jew left for dead on the side of the road. Unlike anyone 

else, this Samaritan took pity. So the Samaritan bandaged his wounds, poured oils and wines for 

healing, and that was more than enough. Yet the Samaritan still put the man on his own donkey, 

took him to an inn, and once there continued to take care of him. That was more than enough. Yet 

the Samaritan still went to the innkeeper and said, ‘I have to leave, so here are two days of my wages 

to take care of the man. I’m going to return, and I’ll settle any further debt you incur.’ That, indeed, 

was far more than enough.” 
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So Jesus asks the lawyer, “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man 

who fell into the hands of the robbers?” The lawyer said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus 

said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 

This Samaritan is certainly personal, and there is nothing formulaic about him; from the 

get-go this Samaritan does not stick to the formula of what is expected. That is exactly who our God 

is: caring, surprising, and astonishingly merciful. God is not a formula or calculation that the lawyer 

-- or us -- can easily compute outcomes. Rather, God is living, God comes to us, and God shows us 

mercy within mercy within mercy. 

“Go and do likewise.” In other words, we should see God as our neighbor who is not 

hindered by any law, custom, or expectation from showing us mercy when we are at our worst. 

Therefore, to ‘Go and do likewise’ means that God’s mercy is meant to work through us and out to 

all others. “Go and do likewise” also means don't be so focused on how efficiently you can get to 

the finish line. Focus instead on how God encounters you during this life, and how you encounter 

your neighbor. 

With God’s mercy as the standard by which you and I are supposed to show mercy to all 

others, then our outlook on this world is likely to be transformed. With God’s mercy as the 

standard, then how do I respond with mercy to marginalized people in our community? With God’s 

mercy as the standard, then how do I respond with mercy to people who immigrate to this country, 

whether they do so legally or illegally? With God’s mercy as the standard, then how do I respond 

with mercy to those with whom I disagree in this highly polarized time? I don’t have the answers to 

these questions. All that I have is that simple statement from the mouth of Jesus; “Go and do 

likewise.”  

See your life, therefore, in the same light as the one who was left for dead on the side of the 

road. You have received unearned grace, care, and mercy from God who unashamedly seeks you 

out, lifts you up, and dresses your wounds. So whatever scenario it may be, “go and do likewise.” Be 

merciful, as the Lord your God has been merciful to you. 

Amen. 
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