A friend asked why the church places so much emphasis on the bible. Don’t we just have to love God and our neighbor and besides the bible is just an old book?  The question reminded me of a story I heard about a military chaplain.   The chaplain came upon a wounded soldier on the battlefield.  Stooping down he asked, “Would you like me to read you something from the bible?”  The soldier said, “I’m thirsty, chaplain, I’d rather have a drink of water.”  When the chaplain brought the water he asked, “May I read to you now?”  “No, chaplain,” he replied, “I’d rather you lift my head and put something under it.”  The chaplain took off his overcoat and made a pillow for the soldier.  Then he offered to read a line or two from the bible, but the soldier said, “Chaplain I am very cold.  I’d rather you covered me with something.”  The chaplain took off his undercoat and wrapped it around the wounded man.  He felt like he should not ask to read again from the bible.  He began to leave, when the soldier called out, “Chaplain, if there is anything in that bible of yours that makes another person do what you have done for me then I would like to hear it.”  

I think that chaplain may have read the soldier the parable of the Good Samaritan.  The parable has infiltrated our world.  Canada, Australia, the United States and most European countries have Good Samaritan laws.  The law protects people from lawsuits for helping those in need.  In some cases the laws punish bystanders for not offering assistance.  A Good Samaritan law was featured in the May 1998 series finale of the popular NBC situation comedy Seinfeld.  The show's four main characters were all prosecuted and sentenced to one year in jail for making fun of (rather than helping) an overweight man who was getting robbed at gunpoint.
   Not only are there Good Samaritan laws, there are Good Samaritan soup kitchens, hospitals, thrift stores, churches and free clinics through out the United States.  We even have a Good Samaritan clinic here in Chester.  There is something about good news in a good story that is everlasting.   The story works for itself.  

The story of the Good Samaritan is about more than just mercy.  It is about radical grace.  The idea of being a "Good Samaritan" is so common in our culture, that most people today don't realize that a "Good Samaritan" would have been an oxymoron to a first century Jew. Briefly stated, a Samaritan is someone from Samaria. During an ancient Israeli war, most of the Jews living up north in Samaria were killed or taken into exile. However, a few Jews were left in Samaria. Since that time, these Jews had intermarried with other races. They were considered half-breeds by the "true" Jews. They had perverted the race. They had also perverted the religion. They looked to Mt. Gerizim as the place to worship God, not Jerusalem. They interpreted the Torah differently than the southern Jews. The animosity between the Jews and Samaritans were so great that some Jews would go miles out of their way to avoid walking on Samaritan territory. Notice that the lawyer never even says the word, "Samaritan." He can't call him a "good Samaritan."  But Jesus turned the tables on the lawyer to teach about mercy and radical grace.  

The lawyer had come "to test" Jesus. "What must I do to inherit eternal life?" Jesus responds to the lawyer's question with two questions of his own. "In the law (nomos), what has been written?" I have been in discussions where it has been easy to agree on "what has been written," but the second question Jesus asks might mean "How do you understand it?" but it may also go further and imply, "How do you interpret the law to others?" The interpretive question, “What does it mean to you honors differences and the ability for individuals to interpret the scriptures.  The lawyer answers with the twice-daily repeated shema from Dt 6:5 Love God with all your heart, soul, and strength and he includes a command from Lv 19:18 about loving one's neighbor as one's self. According to most of my sources, these two commandments were not combined prior to the time of Christ.  Jesus first responds with a very pastoral answer, "You answered rightly. The lawyer knows the right answer. He has "read" the Torah rightly. Jesus takes it another step answer, "Keep on doing this and you will live." But then the lawyer asks "Who is my neighbor?" A sin of the lawyer is that he is only concerned about himself. What I do to get myself ahead religiously? "I am willing to love my neighbor as myself, but don't get me involved with the wrong neighbor." What are the right rules so that I can justify myself? Who do I have to help (and who can I ignore)? He does this by inquiring "Who is my neighbor?" -- But Jesus transforms the focus of the original question:  He tells a story:  Stories shape us.  There is something about a story that stays with us.  A man was lying in a ditch, two people passed by and one, the least of these, helped.  Who was the neighbor?  The one who showed mercy.

The story of mercy has shaped our culture but there is more going on here.  There is more to interpret.  Why is it a Samaritan? Brian Stoffregen asks.  If Jesus were just trying to communicate that we should do acts of mercy to the needy, he could have talked about the first man and the second man who passed by and the third one who stopped and cared for the half-dead man in the ditch. Knowing that they were a priest, Levite, and a Samaritan is not necessary to teach about mercy. If Jesus were illustrating the need to love our enemies, then the man in the ditch would have been a Samaritan who is cared for by a loving Israelite. One answer to the question: "Why a Samaritan?" is that the parable of the Good Samaritan undermines status in the community of God's people.  Since the man in the ditch had been stripped of anything that might identify him by social class, or perhaps even nationality; he is helped simply because he is a person in need. There should be no distinctions about whom we are to help or when we offer help
.

Another answer to the question: "Why a Samaritan?" is presented in (Jesus, Symbol-Maker for the Kingdom) succinctly when it concludes: "To enter the kingdom one must get into the ditch and be served by one's mortal enemy" (p. 29).  The way Jesus story works is that the lawyer would have identified more with the man in the ditch than the Samaritan who offers help.  Biblical scholar Amy-Jill Levine suggests an avenue for us into experiencing the scandal of grace poured out into the lawyers heart:  “To hear this parable in contemporary terms, we should think of ourselves as the person in the ditch, and then ask, ‘Is there anyone, from any group, about whom we would rather die than acknowledge, “She offered help” or “He showed compassion”?’  Is there anyone, from any group, about whom we would rather die than acknowledge their mercy?   If so, then we know how to find the modern equivalent for the Samaritan.
  That is perhaps close to the equivalent of how the lawyer would have felt about the Samaritan.   
"Grace comes to those who cannot resist, who have no other alternative than to accept it. To enter the parable's World, to get into the ditch, is to be so low that grace is the only alternative.”
 Who is the neighbor?  The one who showed mercy.  Why is the bible so important my friend asked?  It teaches us that grace comes from the least expected places.  We learn that from a bible a story that is changing the world into a place of mercy.  “Go and do like wise,” Jesus says.  Go and perform acts of mercy.  Amen.
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