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The lawyer in today’s Gospel from Luke wants answers. He wants to know exactly what to do to 

achieve eternal life. You can almost see him with a clipboard checking off items on a to-do list as he 

tries to complete a step-by-step assemble-at-home IKEA version of salvation. However, as usual, Jesus 

uproots assumptions and expectations, answering the lawyer’s question by telling a story with an 

unexpected twist. It is not the Levite or the priest who help the injured man, but a Samaritan, someone 

the lawyer would have presumably believed to be a threat. By playing with the identities of the 

characters in this way, Jesus encourages us to think outside the box and realize that abundance can be 

present in places we don’t expect.  

One of the most powerful negative forces in the world is not hate, but complacency. In the parable itself, 

one instance of violence occurs in comparison to two instances of indifference when both the priest and 

the Levite pass by the wounded man on the road. Hate is prevalent in our world today, but indifference 

is an epidemic. Why do we turn away when we see others in pain? Sometimes it’s because we don’t 

know what to do, sometimes we’re afraid, sometimes we’re wishing we could disappear and escape 

from the discomfort. One of the most threatening aspects of complacency is that it is easy. It does not 

take much effort to avert our eyes and close our mouths when we see injustice and suffering. Not only 

do the priest and the Levite pass by the injured man after noticing him, but they pass by on the other side 

of the road. Complacency lures us in, coaxing us to distance ourselves from the pain and suffering of 

others to pretend it’s not there. Because of this, it is a prominent defense mechanism in our society. If 

we stay in our comfort zone, nothing has to change in our lives because we don’t take the steps to make 

it happen.  

The Levite and the priest who pass by the wounded man on the road may think they have good excuses 

for not helping him. Maybe they do not believe that they are entirely in the wrong in ignoring his need 

and try to justify their actions to themselves. Maybe they don’t want to be late for an appointment or 

have other pressing responsibilities to attend to. Maybe they think they aren’t qualified to do anything or 

that they won’t be able to transport the man where he needs to go. Similarly, it is easy for us to make up 
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excuses in our lives, telling ourselves that someone else will step up or that we are not qualified and 

therefore should not help at all. The Levite and the priest likely choose to pass by the wounded man on 

the road because they believe that helping him would detract from their own lives in some way. To 

them, the world is a place of scarcity rather than abundance.  

One of the rules for priests at the time of Jesus was to avoid coming into contact with a corpse other than 

one’s own kin because it was considered a form of contamination. Since being above any part of the 

body counted in this rule, maybe the priest couldn’t tell if the wounded man was alive or not without 

risking getting too close. Rather than risking contaminating his body or his own agenda with the 

problems of a total stranger, he chooses to pass by. Similarly, our society teaches us to believe that 

helping someone else risks “contaminating” our lives in some way, and that we lose something through 

giving of ourselves. Why help others when there are so many things to do and buy for yourself? Martin 

Luther King Jr. pointed out a key distinction between the attitudes of the priest and the Levite in 

comparison to the Samaritan: “the first question that the priest [and] the Levite asked was, ‘If I stop to 

help this man, what will happen to me?’ . . . But then the Good Samaritan came by and he reversed the 

question: ‘If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?’” God gives us the strength to be 

vulnerably compassionate and to dwell on the abundance of love instead of believing that reaching out 

in love to a stranger means there is a risk of less love for us. 

When I went to Torre del Greco, a small town near Naples in Italy, three of my friends and I decided to 

get pizza at one of the restaurants we could walk to from our Airbnb. Our Airbnb was a sailboat that we 

decided to name Alice because it was so small that we all felt like the gigantic Alice in Wonderland after 

tasting the “Eat Me” cake when we tried to stand up inside. After dinner, one of my friends was feeling 

really sick and needed medicine, but we didn’t know where to go that would be open or would have 

what she needed. We asked the waitress where to go, and she thought for a minute, then said, “Vi 

accompagno io,” which means “I’ll accompany you.” She left the restaurant with us, taking an 

impromptu break since there weren’t many customers, and walked with us to the nearest pharmacy that 

was open. On the way there we talked about Naples and she told us some of the things she knew about 

the city. She waited with us until my friend had found and bought what she needed, and then 

accompanied us back to the restaurant. Her name was Fiorenza. Although Fiorenza barely knew us, she 

allowed herself to be “moved with pity” like the Samaritan and, similar to the trek from Jerusalem to 

Jericho, went with us to make sure that we were taken care of. I’ll never forget her spontaneous act of 



3 
 

kindness, and I hope that I take advantage of opportunities to pay her compassion forward to others, 

recognizing that God’s world is a place of abundance rather than scarcity.  

How do we find a cure for believing that an abundant world is scarce? God’s love is more than enough 

to ignite our hearts to compassion rather than indifference. As I was going through one of my volumes 

of the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament in preparation for this morning, I came across a 

beautiful phrase: “The love which springs forth from being loved is quite incapable of asking about any 

limits.” God’s love for us is limitless, and it follows that the love we have to give is also limitless. If we 

channel God’s love instead of trying to make things work on our own, we tap into an infinite resource. 

However, the price we have to pay is total immersion. The way of Jesus compels us to not only perform 

acts of love, but to be love in the world. Jesus’ imperative “do this” in urging the lawyer to be a 

neighbor implies not a one time action, but a continued way of being, of living in abundant love. We 

restrict ourselves when we succumb to complacency, but when we open our hearts to God’s love, God 

gives us the strength and inspiration to love like Jesus.  

The way of the Good Samaritan requires us not only to be compassionate, but to follow through with 

actions to express that compassion in the world. Is it true compassion if we allow complacency to win 

and don’t take action? Or is it, then, merely a twinge in the pit of our stomachs? We don’t need to be 

anyone different than who we are right now to have room in our hearts to do and be love, because we 

draw strength from the One who loves us infinitely. Through embodying compassion in both who we 

are and in what we do, we have everything we need to live into and manifest God’s abundance in the 

world. 

 


