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Many people love the Parable of the Good Samaritan. It is one of the most well-

known of Our Lord’s teaching stories. But it is also the most subtle. It is easy to 

conclude the teaching is all about charity. But God Incarnate is going deeper. 

The lawyer had initially approached Jesus in conversation, and had declared we are 

to love our neighbor as ourselves. The Lord gave him good marks for a right 

answer. Then the lawyer asked the question: Who is my neighbor?” That is what 

sets up the Lord’s Parable of the Good Samaritan. “Who is my neighbor?” was not 

an idle question. There was an insufficient answer in The Old Testament Law. It 

had nothing to say about the duty of a Jew towards a Gentile, or vice versa. In 

Leviticus, the neighbor is always a fellow Israelite. The Samaritans were outcasts 

and enemies. 

So after telling His memorable example of the stricken Jew by the wayside and the 

various reactions of travelling passersby, Jesus asked the lawyer: “Which proved 

neighbor to the man who fell among robbers?” The lawyer replied: “The man who 

showed mercy.” It was the good Samaritan who proved neighbor to the stricken 

Jew. If it is right we are to love our neighbor as ourselves (and Jesus says it is) then 

it follows our duty of loving our neighbor means to love the one who gives help.  

Jesus was telling the lawyer, and us, the person you must love is not the one you 

can help, but the person who can help you, and especially the person who, in 

ordinary circumstances is the one you do not like. (I told you this parable is the 

most subtle!) 

Of course we are all to be a neighbor to those in need. But such neighborly acts 

can, and often do, lead to a sense of patronage and condescension, and the 

fostering of a sense of superiority and pride. Doing good to others in a material 

way, can actually be a barrier to our entry into the Kingdom of God. Charitable 

outreach and social service programs are necessary, and a legitimate part of Church 

life. But they can also keep love impersonal and hidden behind forms that need to 

be filled out in triplicate. 

Imagine the amazement of the Jewish victim when he realized the hated Samaritan 

had saved him! Imagine the consequent struggle in the Jew’s mind as he searched 
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for a new category for this experience, and a new definition of neighbor. The Old 

Testament Law couldn’t help him. This man was in uncharted territory. And so too 

was the Samaritan. His struggle was to overcome the strong temptation to laugh at 

the condition of his enemy the Jew. So he wrestled to overcome that temptation 

and then kneel down to give aid. In the case of both these souls, love was being 

stretched across old borders, and gaining new force. 

Provided we persevere in it, love gathers power by being opposed. Think of all the 

great love stories in literature: Romeo and Juliet, Heloise and Abelard, Tristan and 

Isolde to name a few. Love gains by having to sacrifice. And sacrificial love is a 

reflection of the Divine Love which revealed Love perfectly in the Cross of Christ. 

So again, God Incarnate was going deeper. Jesus did not tell the Parable of the 

Good Samaritan to motivate the lawyer to set up a travelers’ aid station on the 

Jericho Road! Yes, we are called to be charitable. “Charity covers a multitude of 

sins.” But Christ’s purpose in His parable shows the beauty not of charity but of 

humility, and the consequent gain of a love that changed the lives of the Jewish 

victim and the Samaritan neighbor. Jesus says humility and love can do that. 


