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proves the prediction wrong. If Ishmael and Isaac can reconcile, pe
haps their children can do the same. ,

A father had two sons—Jacob and Esau—one who stole birthrig
and blessing and one who vowed murder in revenge. And yet, whe
Jacob, wounded from his wrestling at the Jabbok River, encount
Esau, the two reconcile.

A father had two sons . . . The details can be filled in, and fille
by any among us. The scriptures of Israel give us hope for the sons i
Luke’s parable. They should give us hope for our own reconciliatio
from the personal to the international. We need to take count not onl

GUAPTER 2

he Good Samaritan

of our blessings, but also of those in our families, and in our commun
ties. And once we count, we need to act. Finding the lost, whether the

And look, some lawyer stood up; testing Jesus, he says,
nherit?”

And he said to him, “In the Law, what is written? How do
= you read?”

“Teacher, (by) doing what eternal life wil

are sheep, coins, or people, takes work. It also requires our efforts, an,
from those efforts there is the potential for wholeness and joy.
And answering, he said, “You will love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
strength and with all your mind/intention, and your neighbor
as yourself.”

And he said to him, “Rightly you answered. This do, and
you will live.”

But he, wanting to justify himself, said to Jesus, "And who
is my neighbor?”

Replying, Jesus said, “Some person was going down

from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who,
stripping him, even placed blows, going away, leaving him
half dead.

“And by coincidence, some priest was going down that
road, and seeing him, he passed by on the other side. And

likewise a Levite, coming to the place, even seeing, passed by
on the other side.

“But some Samaritan, traveling, came near him and
seeing, had compassion. And coming toward (him), he bound
up his wounds, pouring oil and wine (on them), and having
set him upon his own animal, he brought him to an inn and
cared for him,
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“And upon the next day, taking out, he gave two denarii to
the innkeeper and said, 'Take care of him, and whatever you
might spend, |, upon my return, will give back to you.

“Which of these three a neighbor—does it seem to you—
was to the one who fell among the robbers?”

rely pick up the reference: “wounded traveler” and “road to Jericho”
are images from the parable.

I checked with a Jewish friend of mine—a naturalized U.S. citi-
.n who pays more attention to national and local politics than most
eople [ know. She thought the reference might have been to an acci-
ent in New York, since she knew there was a Jericho on Long Island.
When I noted that the reference was biblical, she wondered if the pres-
ident was thinking of Rahab, the prostitute from Jericho who aided
the spies sent into the land by Joshua.

For President Bush, the parable is about taking care of nations in
distress. Nor is he the only politician to invoke the parable in speak-
ing about public policy. Queen Elizabeth II remarked in her 2004
Christmas message that the parable, which tells how a mugging victim
s helped by a “despised foreigner,” is about “tolerance and respecting
others.” She summarizes: “Everyone is our neighbour, no matter what
race, creed or colour. The need to look after a fellow human being is
far more important than any cultural or religious differences.”s More
recently, in the spring of 2013, one of Mrs. Thatcher’s successors, Tony
Blair, offered his own appropriation. At the opening of a new Bap-
tist Center in Jordan—the Jordan in the Middle East, not on Long
Island—Mr. Blair, speaking on behalf of the Faith Foundation, also
took the parable again in the direction of aid. In his description, Jesus
 extols the virtue of the Good Samaritan, the stranger, over those who
were supposedly devout believers.”*

In the 1970s, T heard a citizen of Sierra Leone interpret the parable
as proclaiming that one should take aid from whoever would offer it,
even the enemy, and thus Jesus gave warrant for his country’s accep-
‘tance of aid from the Soviet Union. Although I do not think that this
reading is quite the original import of the parable, itat least highlights
two important points. It recognizes the role of the Samaritan as enemy
and suggests the possibility of interpreter identification with the _
wounded man rather than the Samaritan who gives aid. The standard
reading is the one in which “we” are the Samaritans; “we Samaritans”
help “them,” the sick, the poor, foreign nationals, and so on.

And he said, “The one doing mercy for him.”
And said to him Jesus, “Go and you do likewise.”

Luke 10.25-37

1 hroughout the English-speaking world the term “good Sama
tan” is synonymous with charitable do-gooders. Hospitals witl
the name “Samaritan” appear throughout the United States, fro
Medstar Good Samaritan Hospital in Baltimore to Good Samarit
Hospital in Los Angeles. The “Samaritans” is “a national charity ane
the co-ordinating body for the 201 Samaritans branches in the Unite
Kingdom, the Republic of Ireland, the Channel Islands,
of Man”' this organization, which also has branches in the Unite
States, is dedicated to suicide prevention. Samaritan’s Purse is “a non
denominational evangelical Christian organization providing spiri
tual and physical aid to hurting people around the world. Since 197
Samaritan’s Purse has helped meet needs of people who are victims
war, poverty, natural disasters, disease, and famine with the purpose o
sharing God’s love through His Son, Jesus Christ.”? Australia has t
GSDS, the Good Samaritan Donkey Sanctuary;® which does exactly
what its name suggests.

The parable of the Good Samaritan is so well known for its message
of aiding the stranger that it has become a staple of political discourse.
Former U.S. president George W. Bush invoked the parable in his first
inaugural address: “I can pledge our nation to a goal: when we see that
wounded traveler on the road to Jericho, we will not pass to the other
side.”4 Bush’s presumption was that the U.S. population—who, in the
minds of some of our politicians, are all Christians—would immed
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. needs to be rejected.

- terpretations that have infected much of New Testament study. In
- many Christian contexts, the Samaritan comes to represent the Chris-
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there are no social service organizations called “Good Episcopalian”
or “Good Mexican” or “Good Arab.” To label the Samaritan, any Sa-
maritan, a “good Samaritan” should be, in today’s climate, seen as of
fensive. It is tantamount to saying, “He’s a good Muslim” (as opposed
to all those others who, in this configuration, would be terrorists) or
“She’s a good immigrant” (as opposed to all those others who, in this

The parable of the Good Samaritan has come to mean whatever we
want it to mean. In one respect, this inevitable appropriation is to be
appreciated. Texts should always take on new meaning as they are en-
countered by new readers from new cultural contexts. However, texts
also have their own original context. ,

The various appropriations and interpretations of the parable heard
today are generally good news. What's not to like about helping th
stranger and being charitable toward others? But those are not th
messages a first-century Jewish audience would have heard. The
didn’t need a parable to tell them to care for others; they were alread
commanded to love both the neighbor and the stranger. Those Jews in
antiquity would not be thinking of governmental resources or foreign
aid; the Samaritan would not have reminded them of a secretary of
state or a prime minister. Nor would they have thought of Samaritans
as “strangers.” To the contrary, they were the all too familiar neighbors
and all too hated enemies.

The parable for them would not have been about looking after a
fellow human being, and the parable is not, finally, an answer to the
question, “Who is my neighbor?” It is more provocative than tha
And if we readers identify with the Samaritan—as the politicians and
charitable organizations do—we have missed the deeper implications
of the parable as well. Worse, the standard identification we readers
have today with the Samaritan leads to the standard anti-Jewish in-

same configuration, are here to take our jobs or scam our welfare sys-
tem), or, as Heinrich Himmler put it to a gathering of SS officers, n<nJv,.
German “has his decent Jew”—that is, knows one good Jew—and as
far as Himmler was concerned, even one was too many, because that
might create sympathy” The problem with the labeling is not simply a -
lack of sensitivity toward the Samaritan people—yes, there are still Sa- -
maritans. It is also a lack of awareness of how odd the expression “good
Samaritan” would have secemed to Jesus’s Jewish contemporaries. :
What happens when we strip away two thousand years of usually
benevolent and well-intended domestication and hear the parable as a
first-century short story spoken by a Jew to other Jews?

The Malevolent Lawyer

Jesus’s recounting of the parable of the Good Samaritan to a lawyer
may have been an actual incident. Similarly, it is possible that Jesus
told the parables of the Lost Sheep, Lost Coin, and Lost Sons to a com-
bined gathering of sinners and tax collectors, scribes and Pharisees.
But given how these contexts so neatly fit Luke’s agenda and how the
other Gospels locate similar sayings in different contexts, it is just as
likely that Luke has repackaged traditional material. Luke tells us that
the parables of the lost are about repenting and forgiving; that message
would not be clear from any of the three parables themselves. Luke
tells us that the parable about the unjust judge and the importuning
widow is about constant prayer. Again, that’s unlikely to be what Je-
sus’s original audience heard.

Nevertheless, the encounter between Jesus and the lawyer that forms
the context for the parable neatly fits what we can take to be Jesus’s own

tian who has learned to care for others or to break free of prejudice,
whereas the priest and the Levite represent Judaism, understood to be
xenophobic, promoting ritual purity over compassion, proclaiming
self-interest over love of neighbor, and otherwise being something that

To get an initial hint of the distance between the mind-set of para-
ble’s original audience and our own twenty-first-century perspectives,
we might begin by reflecting briefly on the term “good Samaritan.”
Today, we use the term as if it were not peculiar. Yet as far as I am
aware, there are no “Good Catholic” or “Good Baptist” hospitals;
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- nomitkos, which has the connotation of “learned in the Law,” is a priest
named Eliezer, who serves as a leader for the people.

- Fourth Maccabees describes the program of forced assimilation
begun by Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Seleucid king who took con-
_ trol of the Jewish homeland in the mid-second century BCE. Jews who

 refused to sacrifice to the Greek gods or who insisted on retaining their
traditions of circumcision and dietary regulations were tortured and
 then killed for their fidelity. The king, showinga slithery combination
of compassion and cruelty, tells Eliezer the lawyer, “Before I begin to
torture you, old man, I would advise you to save yourself by cating
pork” (5.6). Despite the king’s argument that eschewing pork makes
no philosophical sense, the lawyer responds that Torah has invaluable
merit: it “teaches us self-control, so that we master all pleasures and
desires, and it also trains us in courage, so that we endure any suffering
willingly; it instructs us in justice, so that in all our dealings we act
impartially, and it teaches us piety, so that with proper reverence we
~worship the only living God” (5.23-24).
This positive view of lawyers continues elsewhere in the New Tes-
tament. For example, the Letter of Titus includes the exhortation,
“Make every effort to send Zenas the lawyer and Apollos on their way,
and see that they lack nothing” (3.13). Here the role of lawyer overlaps
- with that of missionary.

agenda. Here Luke may have developed the context, but it is a contex
that helps bring the parable’s own implications into sharper focus.

And look, some lawyer stood up; testing Jesus, he says,
“Teacher, (by) doing what eternal life will | inherit?”

(Luke 10.25)

Luke’s depiction of lawyers, for Luke’s Gospel, anticipating Dick the
Butcher, who in Shakespeare’s Henry VI memorably planned, “The

selves.” In Luke 11.45, after Jesus insults his Pharisaic hosts ata &::;
party by calling them “unmarked graves,” a lawyer in mnﬁnbmmsnn pr
tests: “Teacher, when you say these things, you insult us too.” That wa
Jesus’s intent. Jesus, who is not the most polite of dinner guests, f
sponds by accusing him and his fellow lawyers of loading the peop.
with impossible burdens and not lifting a finger to help, of approvin
of the killing of God’s prophets, and of taking away from the peop
“the key of knowledge.” Luke’s readers will know that the lawyer i
chapter 10 is not among the righteous. E

For Jesus’s Jewish audience, lawyers would likely have been positive
figures and their connection to the Torah a good thing. There is a
immediate Hebrew equivalent for the Greek term nomikos, translatec
“lawyer.” In the Septuagint (LXX), the Greek translation of the He
brew scriptures, the term for “lawyer,” nomikos, appears just once, bu
not in a translation from any Hebrew text. It occurs in 4 zmnowvnn,
a Jewish text likely contemporaneous with Luke’s Gospel and nomm
included in the canons of some Eastern Orthodox communions. The

Luke’s second clue regarding the lawyer’s negative characterization is
his address to Jesus, “Teacher.” Today, there are few more honorable call-
ings than “teacher,” and as a “teacher” myself I want to provide the term
with every positive connotation. However, for Luke’s narrative, calling
Jesus “teacher” usually suggests that the interlocutor does not fully un-
derstand or respect who, for Luke, Jesus really is. Just a few examples.
At the dinner party where Simon the host silently objects to Jesus’s al-
lowing a woman known to be a sinner to anoint Jesus’s feet and then
kiss them, Jesus says, “Simon, I have something to say to you.” Simon
replies, “Teacher, . . . speak” (7.40). When Jesus arrives at the home of
a distraught father whose daughter has just died, “someone came from
the leader’s house to say, “Your daughter is dead; do not trouble the
teacher any longer’” (8.49). Jesus is not being “bothered” by raising the
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dead child. Although the request of 2 “man from the crowd” who calls
out, “Teacher, I beg you to look at my son; he is my only child” (9.38)
sounds respectful, Jesus responds by identifying the man and his associ
ates as a “faithless and perverse generation” (9.41). We've already noted
the lawyer at the banquet who addresses Jesus as “Teacher” and then
accuses him of insulting those present (11.45). The same pattern of the
title coupled with misunderstanding or a lack of respect occurs in Luke
12.13; 18.18; 19.39; 20.21; 20.28; and 21.7. For Luke, the better address
to Jesus is not “Teacher,” but “Lord” (Gk. Kyrios).

The third clue to the lawyer’s negative depiction is his rationale
for engaging Jesus in conversation. He asks his question not to gain
wso/in&m@ but to “test.” In Matthew 22, a similar scene is repeate
a nomikos (the only use of the term in the Gospels outside Luke) also
“stands” to “test” Jesus (22.35), and his intentions are not good either.

The term “test” (Gk. ekpeiradzon) is exactly what Jesus’s followers
pray toavoid: “Lead us not into temptation”; the line, familiar from th
Lord’s Prayer, is literally, “Do not bring us to the test” (Luke 11.4, jus
afew verses after the parable of the Good Samaritan). By testing Jesus
the lawyer takes the Devil’s role, for it was Satan who had “tested
Jesus in the wilderness. Jesus shuts the Devil up by telling him, “D
not put the Lord your God to the test” (4.12).

The lawyer’s question itself is the fourth negative. “What must I d
to inherit eternal life?” (NRsV) is the wrong question. The verb “do
is an aorist participle ( poiesas), a tense that suggests a single, limitec
action, The lawyer is thinking of something to check off his to-do list
recite a prayer, offer a sacrifice, drop off a box of macaroni for a food
drive, put a twenty in the collection plate. If he’s efficient, he can in-
herit eternal life before lunch. He should be thinking of living a life
of righteousness, much like the lawyer in 4 Maccabees. But he’s a law:
yer, and this is Luke’s Gospel, so righteousness is not going to be his
concern. .

Indeed, the question “What must I do to inherit eternal life,” when
asked by someone seeking to “test,” is similar to the other trick ques-
tions Jesus’s opponents pose.® The trick question is a generic form that
cannot be answered yes or no. In the Gospels, “Is it lawful for us to pay
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_taxes to the emperor?” (Luke 20.22) is a trick question. To respond
- “yes” invites the accusation that one is a collaborator; to respond “no,”

that one is a revolutionary. The Sadducees ask another trick question.

_Inthe case of a woman married to seven brothers, whose wife is she in

the resurrection (20.29-32)? Because the Sadducees do not believe in

resurrection, the question is merely hypothetical. Here the lawyer asks
~a question that cannot be answered: one does not “do” anything to

“«s

or purchased on the basis of a particular action rather than a gift freely

‘given. As far as our sources, including the New Testament, indicate,
most first-century Jews already believed in resurrection, or eternal life,
The Gospels and Acts speak of a group of Jews called the Sadducees, .
- sometimes glossed with the description, “who say there is no resurrec-

tion” (Matt. 22.23; Mark 12.18; Luke 20.27: Acts 23.8). That marker

distinguishes them from other Jewish groups. (As we are wont to say
in the biblical studies business, the Sadducees did not believe in resur-
rection, and that is what made them “sad, you see.”)

In the account of the raising of Lazarus, Jesus tells the dead man’s”
distraught sister Martha, “Your brother will rise again.” Martha, re-

flecting the predominant Jewish view, responds, “T know that he will
rise again in the resurrection on the last day” (John 11.23-24). The
point is confirmed in the Mishnah. Sanbedrin 10.1 insists, “All Isracl
has a share in the world to come.” Granted the Mishnah then lises the
exceptions who do not receive the soteriological benefits of commu-
nity membership: apostates, those who deny that resurrection is pro-
claimed in Torah, and Epicureans, who live a life of complete pleasure
in the present.

In Luke 18.18-25, a ruler (Gk. archon) asks Jesus the same question
that the lawyer posed, buc his attitude is different. The ruler begins,
“Good Teacher,” whereas the lawyer simply said, “Teacher.” The ruler
has the more respectful address, even if it is still limited. His question,
however, is just as misguided. Given that Jesus offers a number of para-

bles that begin “There was a rich man who .. ” and then detail the un-

fortunate fates of the rich, and given that Jesus states, “There is no one

inherit” eternal life. .
The question presumes eternal life is a comriodity to be inherired
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a5 Judaism teaches, focused on loving God and neighbor, honoring
?:.nsau eschewing stealing, and so on. Finally, he is asking obnoxious
, questions to which he already knows the answers.

Jesus does not directly answer his question. Hbmﬁnm& he uses what
is sometimes called the “Socratic method” but which, I think, Jews
invented or at Jeast perfected. In typical Jewish fashion, he answers a
question with a question.

who has left house or wife or brothers or parents or children, for thy
sake of the kingdom of God, who will not get back very much more in
this age, and in the age to come eternal life” (18.29-30), the ruler may
well have been concerned about his future. He wants assurances.
Jesus confirms what the ruler already knows. Just as the lawyer in
the lead-in to.our parable cites Torah in response to Jesus’s question,
so here Jesus cites Torah to the ruler: “You know the commandments
“You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall no
steal; You shall not bear false witness; Honor your father and mother’”
(18.20). His point is not that following the commandments “earns’
the ruler a spot in heaven. Jews followed Torah not to earn eternal life;
this was already part of the covenant. They followed Torah in response:
to the gracious gift of the covenant that God gave them, because to d
so prevented sin and because to do so showed how love of God and love
of neighbor were to be manifested. :
The ruler replies, “I have kept all these since my v\oﬁrs (18.21
It is likely he had. Not murdering, stealing, or bearing false witness
along with the positive act of honoring parents are relatively easy laws
to follow (avoiding greed, envy, and lust; loving the neighbor and the
stranger; and caring for the poor, the widow, the orphan, and the alien
are the more difficult ones). Jesus does not give him the answer or thi
assurance he wants, and his desire for personal confirmation has no
abated.
He wants Jesus to acknowledge that he is fully righteous, despit
the fact that he is “a rich man who . ..” Jesus advises: “There is still
one thing lacking. Sell all that you own and distribute the money t
the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me
When the ruler hears Jesus’s counsel, “he became sad; for he was very
rich” (18.22-23). Like that of the lawyer in our parable, the ruler
focus on eternal life leads nowhere; a focus on caring for others n:mr
offer a better path.
How far off base is our lawyer? He thinks in terms of a single mw

tion rather than a life of righteousness. He thinks of “eternal life” a
commodity to be inherited or acquired rather than a gift freely given

He focuses on eternal life—his own salvation—when he should _u.w

nd he said to him, “In the Law, what is written?
How do you read?” (Luke 10.26)

By turning the question back on the lawyer, Jesus evades the trick. He
. may also be appealing to the lawyer’s ego: “Surely sir, you know the
_answer; after all, you are the trained professional.” Jesus provides the
 lawyer an opportunity to display his knowledge to the public.

Mention of the “Law” refers to the Torah, and specifically the Pen-
tateuch (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, or,
as Jesus would have said, Bereshit, Shemot, Vayikra, Bamidbar, and
Devarim, the Hebrew designations), or simply the Books of Moses.
 Actually, the Torah is not much interested in eternal life or life after
death. It is much more interested in how to live in the present. Moses

exhorts: “Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, lov-
- ing the LORD your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him, for
that means life to you and length of days” (Deut. 30.19-20).

Jesus does not merely ask, “What is written in the Torah?” He
glosses that question with the more specific: “How do you read?” The
_ double focus on literacy—what is wrizten and how it is read—is usually

ignored, but to do so misses the historical point. The lawyer is literate,
a quality not shared by the majority of the population in antiquity.
According to Luke, John the Baptist’s father, Zechariah, can read and
‘write. Because he had been struck mute by an angel, he asks for a writ-
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shall love your neighbor as yourself” is the greatest teaching of the
~.H.0Hmr.5 .
The lawyer was right to combine Deuteronomy 6 and Leviticus 19,
but he was not original; the two had already been combined in Jewish
thought. The ancient text known as the Teszaments of the Twelve Patyi-
archs pairs the verses in the Testaments of both Isachar (5.2) and Dan
(5.3). The same combination of love of God and love of neighbor appears
in different contexts in Matthew 22.37 and Mark 12.29-31, where Jesus
summarizes the two verses as the “Great Commandment” and insists:
“On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets [the
Torah and the Prophets].” Although the combined verses command
ove of God and love of neighbor, they do not mean, “Just do some good
loving, but forget about dietary regulations, circumcision, Sabbath ob-
servance, or Temple sacrifice.” They mean that the love commandments
_become the touchstone by which all other actions are assessed.
The importance of extending these two verses into the rest of Torah
is signaled by their contexts. In antiquity, as today, single verses come
with contexts. When scripture was read in the synagogue—in the par-
hah ha-shavuah, the “portion of the week” (comparable to the Revised
‘Common Lectionary)—whole chapters were read. Deuteronomy 6.5,
which insists on loving God, is preceded by Israel’s essential theo-
logical proclamation, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord is our God, the Lord
alone.” Following the love command are mandates to teach Torah to
one’s children, to inscribe God’s words upon the doorpost of the house
(the mezuzah, which can be found on the doors of Jewish homes to
this day), and to speak of them at all times.
To cite Leviticus 19.18 also invoked the rest of the chapter. Leviti-
 cus 19 begins with God telling Moses, “Speak to all the congregation
of the people of Israel and say to them, ‘You shall be holy, moHo I the
Lorp your God am holy.”” It continues with statutes ranging from
those commanding reverence for parents and keeping the Sabbath to
.ﬁgmn forbidding idolatry, stealing, swearing falsely or lying, profan-
Ing the divine name, and engaging in improper sexual relations (a list
that resembles the Ten Commandments). It also mandates care for the
poor, the blind, and the deaf. Thus love must manifest itself in action.

ing tablet in order to announce his son’s name (1.63). Luke also ww
sents Jesus as literate, in that he can locate his synagogue readingin tl
scroll of Isaiah (4.17). These may be exceptional cases. The claim by ¢
first-century Jewish historian Josephus that the principal care of Jews
is to educate our children well® cannot be used to determine that all
Jewish children were literate. ,,
Most people in antiquity did not own books; there were no lending
libraries in Nazareth or Capernaum. Nor did most people have a nee
to read; there were scribes and lawyers who had the skill. The focus @:
literacy will return in a few verses. For now, we find that the lawyer
response does not, at least initially, require literacy skills.

D

And answering, he said, “You will love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your
strength and with all your mind/intention, and your neighbor

as yourself.” (Luke 10.27)

The lawyer’s response is a combination of two verses of the To
known to all practicing Jews then and now. The first is Deuterono
6.5, which is part of Judaism’s daily liturgy. The Hebrew }abavt
adonai elobecha, b’chal lvovcha, w'v'chal nafshecha, wv'chal meodec
means, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and wit
all your soul [your nefesh, your very being] and with all your mighe (¢
strength).” Luke’s text includes a fourth element, “all your mind.” Th
point of both versions is the same: love of God is the ground of one
being and the guide for one’s life.

The second verse the lawyer cites is inextricably connected to tf
first: love of God has to be manifested; to love means to act. “You sh:
Jove your neighbor as yourself” is Leviticus 19.18. This too was a we
known verse in early Judaism. According to the great Rabbi Aki
who was martyred by the Romans about a century after Jesus, “Yt
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overs of money,” with the accusation: “You are those who justify
rselves in the sight of others; but God knows your hearts; for what
rized by human beings is an abomination in the sight of God”
6.15). The lawyer, like the Pharisees according to Luke, is interested
elf-aggrandizement, when he should be interested in love of God
eighbor. :
Jis question, “Who is my neighbor?” is on the technical level not
one. The Hebrew term usually translated “neighbor” (res’), the
q that appears in Leviticus 19.18, has several connotations. In
sis 11.3, it means “fellow” or “the other guy”; the NRsV renders
verse, which concerns the building of the tower of Babel, “And

(SN

And he said to ?3_ “Rightly you answered. This do, and you

ive.” (Luke 10.28)

The lawyer got the right answer; good for him. However, he d
quite get the right question, so Jesus changes it for him. Wherea
lawyer asked about “cternal life,” Jesus reframes what is at stak
horting, “Do this, and you will live.” The imperative “do” focuses not dshio bet God and i
on a single action, but on an ongoing relationship. Leviticus 18 p between God and Moses. Again, the NRsV misses the
Deuteronomy 30, makes the same point: “Do this and live.” Th % Face. as one speak o
is to “live now” and not be focused on “eternal life.” : peaks toa friend”; the term translated “friend” s
Were the lawyer wise, he would have thanked Jesus and g
to show his love. But he’s a lawyer in Luke’s Gospel, so we kn
a humble, compassionate response is unlikely. Instead, he pro
malevolent intent toward Jesus by posing another, even more

priate question.

with whom one shares a common border: “You must not move
eighbor’s boundary marker.” Jeremiah 9.4—5 warns against
g “neighbors” as well as trusting relatives; here the connota-
is others in the community.
term 7e4’ can also mean “lover.” Hosea 3.1 reads, “Go love a
man who has alover”; the Hebrew says, literally, “Go love a woman,
er of a neighbor.” Song of Songs 5.16 is, “This is my beloved and
IS 1s my friend”; the term translated “friend” is, of course, res’. The

1 Proverbs 3.29 is someone who “lives trustingly beside you” and
‘nnmoﬁ against whom no harm should be planned.

¢ context of Leviticus 19.18 suggests that the “neighbor” s to be
Mguished from the “stranger” (kJv) or the “resident alien” (NRsV).
r.,%ﬂow goes on to state, “When an alien (Heb. ge7) resides with
Your land, you shall not oppress the alien. The alien who resides
ou shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the
;m.%oza&m for you were aliens in the land of Egypt” (19.33-34).
one is developed by Ezekiel, who puts the resident alien on

™™D

But he, wanting to justify himself, said to Jesus, “And who is

my neighbor?” (Luke 10.29)

“Wanting to justify himself”—that is, wanting to make himsel
“right” (as in “justified margins”) in the eyes of anyone list

the lawyer asks another question. His concern for self-just
something Luke’s Jesus despises. Later in this Gospel, Jesus

the Pharisees, whom Luke portrays, contrary to all othe
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said to one another,” rather than, literally, “And said a man to .

nical term by translating, “The LORD used to speak to Moses -

neighbor.” Deuteronomy 19.14 (also 27.17) defines rea’as a per- |




92 Short Stories by Jesus The Good Samaritan 93

with Luke’s Gospel, he asserts, “For I think it will become clear that
we possess laws that are extremely well designed, with a view toward
jety, fellowship with one another (Gk. koinonia), and universal be-
evolence (philanthropia) as well as justice (dikasosyne), endurance in
abors, and contempt for death.”?
For our parable, the lawyer’s question is again misguided. To ask
Who is my neighbor” is a polite way of asking, “Who is 7o my
eighbor?” or “Who does not deserve my love?” or “Whose lack of
od or shelter can I ignore?” or “Whom I can hate?” The answer
sus gives is, “No one.” Everyone deserves that love—Iocal or alien,
ews or gentile, terrorist or rapist, everyone. ; :
The lawyer had not been attending to Jesus’s other teachings. In the
Sermon on the Mount Jesus states, “You have heard that it was said,
You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy’” (Matt. 5.43). The
rah includes no commandment to hate one’s enemy; perhaps Jesus
s seflecting a saying known from the sectarian group responsible for
he Dead Sea Scrolls. The Rule of the Community does state: “You shall
¢ all the sons of light . . . and hate all the sons of darkness” (1Qs
~11). Enemies are, conventionally, people we hate. If we did not
ate them, they would not be enemies, at least from our perspective,
d that may be the point. Jesus continues, “But I say to you, Love
our enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may
_ bechildren of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the
&iland on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the un-
:mrﬁnocmx (Matt. 5.44~45). Love cannot be restricted. Luke made the
$ame point: “If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you?
even sinners love those who love them” (6.32). The lawyer had not
en listening, :
>nno&§m to Jewish law, the lawyer is responsible for loving those
¢ him, and those who are not like him but who live in proximity to
i although they are not part of his people, the “children of Israel” as
defined the term. Leviticus does not explicitly require him to love
* enemy” who lives across the border, outside the boundaries of the
“Mmunity. In Jewish thought, one could not mistreat the enemy, but
> Was not mandated. Proverbs 25.21 insists, “If your enemies are v_

" the same footing, and on the same land, as the fellow Israelite,
prophet states that, in the allotment of the land following the re
. from exile, the inheritance shall not only be for the people Israel,
also “for the aliens who reside among you and have begotten childs
among you. They shall be to you as citizens of Isracl; with you ¢
shall be allotted an inheritance among the tribes of Israel. In what
tribe aliens reside, there you shall assign them their inheritance,
the Lord Gop” (47.22-23). Thus the alien is necessarily a neighbe
tellow.!
On the home front, I wonder if those folks who want to im
“biblical values” on America today have considered Leviticus 19 in
bates over immigration reform. On the international scene, I wo
why those people ranging from some right-wing Jews to some C
tian Zionists do not consider Ezekiel 47 in discussions on the Mide
East. But those questions require another book.
In the Septuagint, the Hebrew ger (“alien”) in Leviticus 19 be
proselytos, “proselyte.” But the term does not have today’s meanin
“convert” in the context of Leviticus. It could not, because the:
ites were not “proselytes” in the land of Egypt; they did not w
Egypt’s gods. The “proselyte” is the one who “comes forward” (¢
eral meaning of the term) by choosing to live among a different |
and so to share their lives, their joys and concerns.
Thus, the general meaning of “neighbor,” at least for Hebrew sp
ers, is a person in intimate or legal relationship. Not everyone fit
this category. Leviticus is designed as Israel’s Law code; it is'n
universal application. Relations with people inside the comm
will be different from those with people outside the communi
as throughout the world today citizens of a nation or state have cer
rights and responsibilities that noncitizens do not.
The lawyer’s question has legal merit. One needs to know ¥
neighbors, and so under the same legal system, and-who are no
in the context of love, his question is not relevant. Accotding tc
icus, love has to extend beyond the people in one’s group. Levi
insists on loving the stranger as well. Josephus, the first-centu
historian, agrees. In his Against Apion, a text likely contempor
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a hungry, give them bread to eat; and if they are thirsty, mJ\n mrnB.éwmn
" todrink” (Paul cites Prov. 25.21-22 in Rom. 12.20). On Enmzﬂsm&n

on loving the enemy: “Love your enemies m:&.wmm.% for those who wm,n
secute you.” He may be the only person in antiquity to have given thi

offering sacrifice in the Temple; he may be a-healer on his way to a
sick person in Jericho; he may be a tourist, His profession is irrelevant,
‘The man is “some man” or everyone. Jesus’s listeners would have had
o trouble identifying with the victim; they may have been victims of
attack themselves.
The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was an eighteen-mile rocky
ath that descended from about 2,500 feet above sea level to Jer
icho’s 825 feet below. The Romans paved the road in the late 60s cE
s0 that the Tenth Legion could move its siege engines toward the
doomed Jerusalem. Even those who had never traveled the road,
were they biblically knowledgeable, knew abour its dangers, and
its possibilities. It was on this road that David fled from his rebel-
ious son Absalom (2 Sam. 15.23-16.14); it was here that King
Zedekiah escaped his Chaldean pursuers (2 Kings 25.4).
And it is here that the commentators leave the road for detotrs into
agination. For some of the church fathers, who were engaging in an
egorical interpretation that would have mystified a first-century Jew-
audience, the fellow in the ditch is a sinner in need of salvation. Pre-
tably then, the priest and the Levite, representing the Law and the
ophets, are those who cannot save; the good Samaritan is Jesus him-
f; his two coins represent baptism and the Eucharist; and so on. 4
Continuing this negative image of Judaism are modern commen-"
ors, whose interpretative key is not allegory, but sociology. Increas- |
1gly popular is the view that Jesus’s audience would have had little
ipathy for the man in the ditch. One scholar classifies the poor fel-
asa “despised tradesman.” Why Jews would “despise” people in .
ades is unclear; Pharisees, for example, typically held day jobs (eg.
l'was a leather worker). Another adds: “Traders were notoriously
shonest, and their itinerant lifestyle and constant interaction with
ill sores of people make it impossible for them to observe even the
05t basic laws concerning food preparation and purity. For that same
on, the wounded man would not have evoked the lawyer’s empa-
" Thus we get the impression that the Jewish audience would find
eating of 2 ham sandwich damning, but would not care about a
ent physical attack.

instruction. . |
Given this concern for loving the enemy, the focus on literacy

the lead-in to our parable provokes another possible reading. In mn
brew the words “neighbor” and “evil” share the same consonants ?M
ayin); they differ only in the vowels—Dbut ancient Eovmn&\ nnxw
not have vowels (if this sounds odd, think of text-messaging).
re written identically. o ,
éom%WM: Jesus asks the lawyer, “How do you read?” he mm Mr%n |
asking, “Dear sir, are you able to see, in the very words of t M owm,
the equation of enemy with neighbor and thus the command to.
both?” The lawyer has read the words in the Hebrew, but rw canno
i eaning, A
nrﬂomsmmw monmmoﬁ lawyer fail to interpret the Law in d:% Mﬁ:
meaning; he is about to become the recipient of a Humnmzn. UM
from the parables told by Jotham and Z.mn.rmP .mwm.ﬂ if a parable :
rected to a particular individual, the w:m:\“&cm_ E.ERF no‘nwhwn_
unwelcome realization. The lawyer asks, “Who is my neighbot
response, Jesus is about to bring him to the test.

N
LSy R

Replying, Jesus said, “Some person was going down from
Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among robbers, who,
stripping him, even placed blows, going away, leaving him

half dead.” (Luke 10.30)

The opening of the parable efficiently sets the scene. The persoft
anthropos) lacks identification; he could be rich or wowh mﬂo
priest or lay, nice or naughty. He may have been coming hom
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26, Paul speaks of his “frequent journeys, in danger from rivers,
ummﬁ from bandits (estai), danger from my own people, . . . danger
in the wilderness,” and so on; the lestai are not his friends cither.
‘These negative connotations continue in the Gospels. Those who
make the Temple “a den of robbers (festai)” are not dispossessed peas-
ts robbing from the rich (Mark 11.15-19). According to John
10.7-8, Jesus states: “I am the gate for the sheep. All who came before
¢ are thieves (kleptai [whence “kleptomaniac”]) and bandits (Jeszas);
Tarfon: “I was coming along the road in the evening and recline it the sheep did not listen to them.” In John 18.40, Barabbas, the
recite the Shema as required by the House of Shammai. And in ¢ uilty one set free when the innocent Jesus goes to his death, is a Jestes.
50 I placed myself in danger of being attacked by bandits.” Aha, s Mark 15.27 and Matthew 27.38~44, but not in Luke, the men cru-
commentators, he is mugged because he was praying at the wrong jed on Jesus’s left and right are Jestai. Yes, we could see the crucified

The parable says nothing about the man’s position at the time o n as freedom fighters executed by Rome; we could also see them as
tack. The fellow in the ditch is just a fellow, a victim of a violent ¢ urderers, thieves, or, as Luke describes them, “criminals” or “evildo-
period. (Gk. kakourgoi, from kakos and ergon; 23.33).

Not only do some scholars engage in blaming the victim, an o the robbers are the bad guys, as we note also from their vio-
only do they add gratuitous points about purity laws; they als e. The traveler is stripped, beaten, and left half dead in a ditch.
pathize with the robbers. Common today is the view that the cobbe is robbed not only of his possessions, but also of his dignity, his
are Jewish Robin Hoods (picture Men in Tights and Titzit) wh th, and almost his life. Luke describes him as having “wounds”
placed from family lands by overtaxation and urbanization, raumata, hence “trauma”). The lawyer had asked about eternal
their socioeconomic &mn:mmbnrmmnanbn by taking from the ric —he should rather be worried about those left half dead. So mrozE
giving to the poor. Thus the robbers are “roving terrorists stagi mentators. -

own form of protest against various types of official and unoffic nd yet half dead is still alive; the man s, despite being naked (as ,
17 uldbea corpse before shrouding) and prostrate, alive. Listeners, iden-
1gwith him, can only hope that rescue will come. And because
dentify with him, their question—and so our question—is:

“r‘o will help me?”

I heard one explanation saying that the man was of the schog
Shammai, since he was attacked by bandits. How does this follow: .
Mishnah, Berakhot 1.3, presents a discussion of whether to stand
or lie down when reciting the Shema. The school of Shammai sta
“In the evening everyone should recline in order to recite and i
morning they should stand, as it says, “When you lie down and w

you rise.”” The citation is from Deuteronomy 6.7, the same section
contains the love commandment. The Mishnah then quotes Ra

v_o:mnSD of the poor.

The robbers are not merry men dropping off their gains wi
“Good Samaritan Society” or the United Jewish Appeal. Nori
reason to presume that the man waylaid by robbers was wealch:
the man wealthy, his lack of bodyguards is inexplicable.

'The reasons for rejecting the Robin Hood model are numerot
I’ll just note the reason that comes from a close reading of the anci€
sources. The term the parable uses for the robbers, lestai, is
Josephus over forty times; it appears fifteen times in the New.
ment, and nine times in the Septuagint. The basic meaning is
ber of an armed gang.” As early as Homer, the term referred
highwaymen and pirates who act without mercy. In 2 Coritt

Wt

q v< coincidence, some priest was going down that road,
,mm,mm:@ him, he passed by on the other side. And likewise
m,. coming to the place, even seeing, passed by on the
BF side. (Luke 10.31-32)




98  Short Stories by Jesus The Good Samaritan 99

s from a priestly family. It is Zechariah who recalls how God had
‘ Eo::m& “that we would be saved from our enemies, and from the
hand of all who hate us . . . to give light to those who sit in darkness
and in the shadow of death” (Luke 1.71, 79). The man in the ditch and
those who identify with him have reason to hope.
As for the distinction among the priestly ranks, Luke invariably -
describes the priests involved in Jesus’s death as “chief priests” or the
“high priest.” Our priest is an ordinary priest who does what is all too
ordinary: he fails to act when he should.
The second, more common, and just as misguided explanation for
priest’s and Levite’s failure to help is that they are following Jewish
aw. From both classroom and pulpit comes the claim that the priest
d the Levite pass by the man in the ditch, because they are afraid of
ntracting corpse contamination and so violating purity laws. A few
amples demonstrate the pervasiveness of this view.
2005 book with the optimistic title The Wide, Wide Circle of Di-
1 Love: A Biblical Case for Religious Diversity states: “If the traveler
re already dead, or he died while they were attending him, then they
ould have become unclean, contaminated, because they touched a
ad body. This would have made it necessary for them to seck ritual
cansing before they could resume their responsibilities,”?® What “rit-
duties” the priest and the Levite would have had is unclear, since
arable explicitly notes that the priest is going “down” (katabaino)
m Jerusalem, not up to the Temple. Why ritual cleansing is a prob-
is unstated.
The popularity of this view is confirmed by its appearance in 7he
erCollins Study Bible for Luke 10.32. The annotater claims,
oth [Levite and the] priest may have been concerned about impu-
from contact with a corpse (see Num. 5.2; 19.11-13).”* Numbers
10b-13 states, “Those who touch the dead body of any human
g shall be unclean seven days. They shall purify themselves with
ater on the third day and on the seventh day. . .. All who touch
pse, the body of 2 human being who has died, and do not purify
selves, defile the tabernacle of the LorD; such persons shall be
ff from Israel.” There is nothing impure about touching a person

Just as the fellow in the ditch is revictimized by being labeled a ¢
spised merchant or a bad Jew, so too the priest and the Levite rec
their share of negative interpretations that go well beyond the justifi
critique of their failure to act. Again, stereotypes get in the way. E
are the two most common misreadings and why they are unhelpfy
First, a number of scholars talk about the peasant dislike of
“priestly elite.”*® This view comes more from contemporary distast
religious hierarchies than it does from Luke’s text or Jesus’s conte
There is nothing that makes a priest and even less a Levite part of
“elite.” Priests and Levites may have had neither wealth nor status
Judaism, the priesthood is not a vocation; it is an inherited pos
The priestly line descends from Aaron, the brother of Moses. O
a priest if one’s father was a priest. Levites, who form a lesser cats
of priests, also receive their role according to their paternal line;
are descended from Aaron’s ancestor Levi, the third son of Jaco
other Jews, except Jews by choice, are descended from Jacob’s:
children; they are Israelites. : ‘
These lines continue in Judaism to this day. The term for “pri
in Hebrew is £oben, and Jews with the last name Cohen or Kai
well be from the priestly line. Similarly, Jews with the last nam
Levine (like me), or Lewis may well have levitical ancestry. But
the name nor the priestly role says anything about wealth or comt
nity status. ,

- Josephus, who was himself an elite priest, mentions other
who were poverty-stricken. According to his Antiquities, the
priest Ananias, who served from about 47 to 52 and who, accord
to the book of Acts (22-23), tried Paul in Jerusalem, sent his se
to the Temple threshing floors, where they “took away the tithe
belonged to the priests by violence, and did not refrain from
such as would not give these tithes to them . . . so that [some
priests that had previously been supported with those tithes di
lack of food.” There are “priests,” and then there are “high |
the social positions of the two groups should not be confuse

The priest in the parable enters Luke’s Gospel with fine pre

Zechariah, the father of John the Baptist, is a priest, and John
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who is “half dead.” Nor is there any sin involved in burying a corp | ¢ on the moon and still go “up” to Jerusalem), where he would be
to the contrary, the Torah expects corpses to be interred. nmmmn& in Temple activities, he may well have been concerned about
The better background for our priest is not Numbers 19, but [ urity. However, the parable obviates that explanation immediately; it
viticus 21. This chapter, addressed to “the priests, the sons of Aar ¢lls us that the priest is going “down” from Jerusalem. Thus, he need
mandates, “No one shall defile himself for a dead person amoj | potbeinaritually pure state.
relatives, except for his nearest kin” (vv. 1-2). Yet even here, this is. ‘The Law, rather, required that both men attend to the fellow in the
half the story. To follow Torah, the priest should have checked | diech, whetheralive or dead, for one i to “love the neighbor” and “love
if the man was alive and, finding him alive, should have helped , estranger” both. Regarding corpses, Jewish Law requires that a dead
Should he have discovered a corpse, he should have covered it and | body be treated with utmost respect. The point is perhaps best seen
immediately gone for help. £ the book of Tobit; the book’s titular hero, a Jewish male Antigone,
Walter Wink, in an article entitled “The Parable of the Com risks his life by attending to unburied corpses (1.16-20). Philo writes
sionate Samaritan,” offers the possibility that, were the priest his Hypothetica that among the precepts Jews follow are those that
come within four cubits to check on the man in the ditch an¢ . “No one shall keep anyone from performing funeral honors to the
turned out that the man was dead, the priest “would be defilec ad, but shall even throw upon them so much earth as if sufficient
was liable to disciplinary flogging (5. Soz. 44a~44b).”* The ver protect them from impiety; that no one shall violate or move, in
Talmudic passage states, “A dead body affects four cubits with 1 rmanner or degree whatever, the graves, or tombs, or memorials of
to communicating defilement.” There is nothing about flogging, ose who are dead.” Similarly, in his 4gainst Apion, Josephus writes,
Biblical scholar Richard Bauckham proposes that the priest in th cre are other things which our legislator ordained for us before-
parable “cannot get close enough to tell without risking defileme id, which of necessity we ought to do in common to all men; as to

24

from the corpse if that is what it turns out to be. This is bec ord fire, and water, and food to such as want it; to show them the
first-century Jewish thought about such matters, corpse-i ds; and not to let anyone lie unburied. He also would have us treat
els vertically through the air. If any part of the priest’s body were to se that are esteemed our enemies with moderation.” The connec-
above any part of a corpse, he would contract impurity”?* Had the ps 0 of this passage to Luke’s parable and frame is remarkable. Jose-
able only been about a priest, the argument would be more com s sees Jews as expected to attend to a corpse on the roadside, not
The presence of the Levite makes the priestly concern irreleval ass it by,
This distinction between priests and Levites in observance o The Mishnah, Nazir 7.1, reads: “A high priest or a Nazirite [a person
laws continues to this day. Kobanim, “priests,” will remain outside t nder a vow of utmost purity] may not contract uncleanness because
cemetery gates unless the funeral is for an immediate relative; heir dead [relatives], but they may contract uncleanness because of
as well as other Jews will step onto the cemetery grounds. Furt glected corpse.” The Babylonian Talmud is even stronger: “As long
maritans were also bound by laws concerning corpse contaminati here are no other people to look after the burial of a corpse, the |
just as the Samaritan found the question irrelevant, so should nwww  is incumbent on the first Jew that passes by, without exception,
our attempt to understand the parable. : : perform the burial” (Nazir 43b; Jerusalem Talmud, Nazir S6a). Ju-
Even the parable itself undercuts the possibility that the motive 8m still takes this mandate seriously. That is why Jews stood vigil
priest and Levite stems from purity regulations. Had the pries round Zero until every corpse was recovered. Burying the dead
going up to Jerusalem (one always goes “up” to Jerusalem; o one of the highest mitzvor, most important commandments in Ju-
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daism, for it is one of the few acts that cannot be repaid by the persoy

who benefits from it.
Finally—and one would hope that these numerous reasons are
ficient to put this focus to rest—Luke does not seem interested in
rity concerns here, although such concerns surface elsewhere. Wi
Luke wants to make a point about purity, Luke mentions Phari
and scribes.? None appears in our parable.
Arguments that read the parable in terms of
rity” are made by modern Christians, not by Jesus or Luke. Ne
gives the priest or Levite an excuse. Nor would any excuse be acc
able. Their responsibility was to save a life; they failed. Saving a li

»

uncleanness” or

<«

concern, including keeping the Sabbath (see, e.g., 1 Macc. 2.
Macc. 6.11; Mishnah, Shabbat 18.3). Their responsibility, shoul
man have died, was to bury the corpse. They failed here as well.

The best explanation I've heard for the refusal of the priest an
Levite to come to the aid of the man in the ditch comes from M:

5

" nation tells me. It’s possible these men were afraid. ... And so the
question that the priest [and] the Levite asked was, ‘If I stop tc
" this man, what will happen to me?’ . .. But then the Good Samarital
{ came by, and he reversed the question: ‘If I do not stop to help th
/ man, what will happen to him?’” King went on, “If I do not stopi
help the sanitation workers, what will happen to them?”” King
. went to Memphis, and it was there he was assassinated. There ar
dits on the road. ;
~ Whatever the motives of the priest and the Levite, King is co
\ They, like the lawyer, thought only about themselves, not about ti
“man in the ditch.
So if the issue is not priestly purity, why did Jesus speak explicil
a priest and Levite? The duo anticipate, in good folkloric fashi
appearance of the third figure. We have already seen the “rule o
in our study of the parables of the lost: the first two set up the
For the Good Samaritan, the rule works even better, for in it
function the first two figures fail and the third will succeed. Exal

§
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include the decidedly nonkosher “Three Little Pigs” and the equally

onkosher suitors for Portia’s hand in the Merchant of Venice. Name

two, and the third comes automatically. For a more modern analogy,

o say in a church context, “Father, Son, and . . .” evokes the third,

»Eo_w Spirit.” O, for a less theological albeit Jewish example, “Larry
and Moe” evokes “Curley.”

For Jesus’s audience, and for any synagogue congregation today, the
third of the group is obvious. Mention a priest and a Levite, and any-
ne who knows anything about Judaism will know that the third per-
on is an Israclite. Ezra 10.5 speaks of the “leading priest, the Levites,
nd all Israel”; Nehemiah 11.3 states that “in the towns of Judah all
ved on their property in their towns: Israel, the priests, the Levites
2 Both priest and Levite should have stopped to help. The audience,
irprised at this lack of compassion, would have presumed both that
the third person would be an Israclite and that he would help.
However, Jesus is telling a parable, and parables never go the way
one expects. Instead of the anticipated Israelite, the person who stops
 help is a Samaritan. In modern terms, this would be like going from
arry and Moe to Osama bin Laden.

wSmoBm Samaritan, traveling, came near him and seeing,
‘,n,o:,_vmmmmo:. And coming toward ¢him), he bound up his
s\oc:o_wa pouring oil and wine (on them), and having set him
\ on his own animal, he brought him to an inn and cared
r-him. (Luke 10.33-34)

the parable turns to the good Samaritan, its structure changes.
 spare as the earlier descriptions of priest and Levite were, the text
ow lavishes attention on.the Samaritan’s actions. The robbers steal
wound, while the Samaritan tends with his own goods. The ban-
leave the man half dead, while the Samaritan returns him to life.
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the false judge Abimelech, who murders his rivals. It is to him and his
Supporters that Jotham tells his parable of the Trees. Thus, to Jesus’s
unﬁmr audience as well as to Luke’s readers, the idea of a “good Samar-
tan” would make no more sense than the idea of a “good rapist” or a

Whereas the priest and the Levite go out of their way to &mmg
themselves from the victim, the Samaritan literally “goes up to hin
and shows him “compassion.” Luke had already used the term, wh
carries the connotation of a visceral reaction (i.e., he felt it in h
mﬁﬁmv to describe Jesus’s response to seeing the widow of Nain a
son’s funeral procession (7.13), and it describes the reaction of
father to the return of his prodigal son (15.20). In all three cases, th
reaction is a response to a presumed death or loss; it signals the d

h,,moom murderer.”

As the Bible recounts, the Samaritan people originated after the

twelve-tribe United Monarchy ruled by David and then Solomon split
to two independent states. The Southern Kingdom, Judah, with its

apital in Jerusalem, retained a descendant of David on the throne; the

orthern Kingdom, Israel, with its capital in Samaria, was ruled by

terpreters, the hook by which the sermon functions. In a numbe  series of charismatic leaders (see 1 Kings 12). According to 1 Kings
settings, the parable serves as a warning against prejudice; for exam: 632, Ahab, the husband of the infamous Jezebel, constructed an
ple, the two who walk by are a pastor and a choir director, while tar to the Canaanite god Baal in Samaria. Slightly later, the slightly
ore virtuous King Jehu turned Baals shrine into a latrine (2 Kings
0.18-27).
The Northern Kingdom, called both Israel and Ephraim (after Jo-
eph’s son; see, e.g., Isa. 7.9; Jer. 31.9), was conquered by the Assyrians
722 BCE, and many of its citizens were carted off to places unknown
¢ 2 Kings 17.1-16, which attributes the destruction of Israel to the
postasy of its population). Assyrian records contain an inscription
om Sargon II claiming that 27,290 were exiled, but political figures
n, as now, are often inflated. The Assyrians then moved residents
m other conquered nations into the region. According to 2 Kings
24: “The king of Assyria brought people from Babylon, Cuthah,
a, Hamath, and Sepharvaim, and placed them in the cities of Sa-
ia in place of the wnow_n of Israel; they took possession of Samaria,
nd settled in its cities.” The resulting population took its name from
the capital, and so the Samaritans as a nation were born. o
uring the next century, Babylon conquered Assyria and then in
BCE conquered the Southern Kingdom, Judah, and took the re-
ning Davidic king as well as many of the country’s leading citizens
into exile in Babylon. In 538, Cyrus of Persia conquered Babylon; one
is acts was to repatriate the Judahites to their homeland. Some
3yed in Babylon; others returned, and they did so with plans to

to restore wholeness.
The Samaritan’s compassion then becomes, for many of mommw

«s >

Samaritan is a gay man, an “illegal immigrant,” a person on parol;
any other victim of Emoﬁ% The point in this reading is that “they”
really Enﬂ that “we” sometimes fail in our obligations to r&w
that “we” too should “have compassion” on those who are mistreat
We even have so-called Good Samaritan laws designed to protec
people who aid accident victims. Had the parable been set i
York rather than Judea, our lawyer likely would volunteer to repr
the man in the ditch, sue the Samaritan for improper medical
ment, and take thirty pieces of silver for the settlement.——
But to understand the parable as did its original audience, we
to think of Samaritans less as oppressed but benevolent figures.and
more as the enemy, as those who do the oppressing. From the per:
" tive of the man in the ditch, Jewish listeners might balk at th
 of receiving Samaritan aid. They might have thought, “I'd rath:

* than acknowledge that one from that group saved me”; “I do not:
to acknowledge that a rapist has a human face” or “I do not wa
recognize that a murderer will be the one to rescue me.” ,
According to the Bible, Samaria had an earlier name, Sheche
was at Shechem that Jacob’s daughter Dinah was raped (readers o
novel The Red Tent would do well to read the original, Genesi
The second reference to Shechem/Samaria is Judges §-9, the st
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rebuild not only their nation, but also their Temple. It was ove) w. Jewish readers may know the Hebrew equivalent, shomer, as in
construction of the Temple that a new enmity between Jews who omer shabbas, or “Sabbath observant” An alternate, external ety-
returned from Babylon and Samaritans would develop. y is found in 1 Kings 16.24, which states that the name came
According to Nehemiah 4.1-8 (see also Ezra 4.7-11): : from a fellow named Shemer, who originally owned the property on
which the Samaritans lived.
When Sanballat [Samaria’s governor] heard that we were Samaritans traditionally view themselves as descendants of Joseph,
building the wall, he was angry and greatly enraged, and he and thus of his sons Ephraim and Manasseh, and as possessing the
mocked the Jews. He said in the presence of his associates an, orrect interpretation of Torah, which had been promulgated at the
of the army of Samaria, “What are these feeble Jews doing? orthern sanctuary in Shechem. As for the Jews, according to ancient
Will they restore things? Will they sacrifice? Will they finish amaritan tradition, they got off track at the time of Samuel, when the
it in a day? Will they revive the stones out of the heaps of riest Eli set up a heretical sanctuary at Shiloh. Errors continued, from
rubbish—and burned ones at that?” . .. But when Sanballat olomon, who, incorrectly in their view, erected a temple in Jerusalem;
and Tobiah and the Arabs and the Ammonites and the Ash- o Fzra, who in their view rewrote the Pentateuch with a Judean bias;
dodites heard that the repairing of the walls of Jerusalem im abbi Hillel, who corrupted the tradition with his innovations re-
going forward and the gaps were beginning to be closed, the arding the interpretation of the Torah. They further suggest that the i
were very angry, and all plotted together to come and fight ews got off track by adding to the Pentateuch additional books, mromn N
against Jerusalem and to cause confusion in it. : exts today called the Prophets and the Writings. i
, e enmity between the two groups waxed and waned depending i
In the early fourth century (ca. 388), the Samaritans construg n the time, but for the most part relations were not warm. The Jew-
their own temple on Mt. Gerizim, and following the conquests o sh king Herod the Great took a Samaritan woman named Malthace -
exander the Great in 333 Samaria was rebuilt as a Greek city (p one of his wives (he had nine, according to Josephus); she was the .
Enmity with the Jews in the south continued. The Jews who rebelle wother of Herod Antipas (the tetrarch responsible for the death of *
165 BCE against the assimilationist policies of the Seleucid king A: ohn the Baptist) and Herod Archelaus as well as of a daughter named
chus IV Epiphanes and his allies in the priestly establishment res lympias.?? ‘ i
the Samaritans for not coming to their aid. The Jewish king John - According to the Gospel of John, Jesus meets a Samaritan woman
canus attacked Samaria in 128 BCE and burned down the Samaritan tawell (4.1-42). Biblical readers know the scene, because it recapit-
Temple on M. Gerizim.?* It was rebuilt by Herod the Great, who al ulates the meeting of Abraham’s servant and Rebekah, Jacob and Ra-
rebuilt the Jerusalem Temple. hel, and Moses and Zipporah. That Jesus had earlier been identified
From the Persian period in the late sixth century BCE to thet sa “bridegroom” (3.29) solidifies the convention: Jewish man meets a
of Jesus, Jews and Samaritans remained at odds. Each claimed the oman at a well, object matrimony. Although the Samaritan woman, i
true descent from Abraham, true understanding of Torah, the cor married many times, is not the expected Jewish virgin, a wedding of
priesthood, and the right form of worship in the proper location sort ensues, as through the woman the Samaritan village comes to i
To look at the Samaritans only through the perspective of the bi accept Jesus’s messianic claim. i
lical tradition is to tell only half the story. The Samaritans’ own sel In the course of the story, John makes clear how unexpected the
designation is Shamerim, meaning “guardians” or “observers” of relationship is. Jesus says to the woman, “Give me a drink,” and she
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responds, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woma Rabbinic sources debate the status of Samaritans, given the ethnic,
Samaria?” The evangelist secures the impression of enmity by add eological, and religious connections between Samaritans and Jews.
“Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans” “47.9.1n ,w% Tannaitic texts (e.g., Babylonian Talmud, Qiddushin 75b; Je-
that same chapter, the Johannine Jesus, unsympathetic to relig gsalem Talmud, Ketubot 3, 1, 27a; minor tractate Kutim 1.1) regard
pluralism, responds to the woman’s question about the location of; amaritans as Jews. After the Bar Kokhba revolt (132-35 cE), later
worship, “You worship what you do not know, we worship what bbinic sources begin to show anti-Samaritan ideas.
know, for salvation is from the Jews” (4.20-22). ‘ New Testament scholars tend to cite these negative statements as
The Fourth Gospel is not the only text to indicate problem ~ pormative for the time of Jesus. A number of commentators note for
tween Jews and Samaritans. According to Matthew, Jesus enjoin is parable, and even more frequently for John’s story of the Samari-
disciples, “Enter no town of the Samaritans” (10.5). Luke even ensures ran woman at the well, that “the Jews” considered “Samaritan women

that readers unfamiliar with local politics understand the enmi enstruants from the cradle and so perpetually unclean.”? The ref

the chapter preceding our parable (9.51-56), Luke recounts tha ence, which is usually not given, is the Mishnah, Niddah 4.1: “The
maritan village refused Jesus hospitality “because his face was se daughters of the Samaritans are [deemed unclean as] menstruants
ward Jerusalem.” The apostles James and John, at their apostolic bes _ from their cradle.” Missing from the discussion, almost invariably, is
and recalling the prophet Elijah in 2 Kings 1.10, then propose to ation of the next passage: “The daughters of the Sadducees, if they
down fire from heaven to destroy the village. Jesus has to explain llow after the ways of their fathers, are deemed like to the women
dropping bombs is not the proper response to a lack of hospitali he Samaritans” (Niddah 4.2). Thus the Mishnah cannot possibly
Josephus, no friend of the Samaritans, confirms the enmity. flect the view of “all Jews.”
only does he claim that Samaritans would affiliate with the Because the Mishnah goes on to describe how Samaritan women
when it was politically advantageous, but declare themselves: 0 observe the laws of family purity—the Samaritan Pentateuch repli-
tinct group when it was not;* he also describes direct Samarit es the menstrual injunctions in the Hebrew text—the rabbis won-
tacks on Jews. According to his Antiguities, at the time of the Re how could they be unclean (Babylonian Talmud, Niddah 31b).
governor Cumanus (ca. 48-50) it was the “custom of the Galil, ally, a third rabbinic text, the Tosefta (lit. “Additions,” a volume
to travel through Samaria on their way to the pilgrimage fes at adds to Mishnaic teaching) states: “A Samaritan is like a non-Jew,
in Jerusalem. Samaritan residents in a village called Ginea atta cording to the opinion of Rabbi [i.e., Judah ha-Nasi, the codifier of
the Galileans and massacred a number of them. Other Galilean ¢ Mishnah]. Rabbi Shimeon ben Gamliel [his father] says, ‘A Sa-
sought the governor’s help in punishing the murderers, but, as. itan is like Israel in all respects.” "4 Selective citation of rabbinic
phus recounts, the Samaritans bribed Cumanus to do nothin; erature in service of making Jesus look better than “Judaism” is not
number of Galileans, “much displeased,” ignoring the warni elpful exegetical procedure.
saner voices, and opting for vigilante justice, “plundered man; On the American Bible Society’s website dedicated to understand-
maritan villages.” The Samaritan leaders accused the Jews not « this parable, one commentator notes: “Some scholars have cited a
of plunder, but also of setting their villages on fire. The politic abbinic tradition that says that Jews who accept aid from a Samaritan
sis, which arose in part because of both Jewish and Samarit delay the redemption of Isracl. If; then, the wounded traveler was
action to Roman rule, ultimately required the emperor Claudit ish, the story becomes an open attack on first-century Jewish the-
intervention.! logy and piety. It seems to point out the foolishness of tying Israel’s
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redemption to such a bigoted idea.”” No rabbinic reference is mkmmm&ozwﬁn call for liberation, justifies the means, if the means turn

and the Bible Society never contests the point; for it, the idea of Je ¢ to be a negative caricature of Jewish culture.

xenophobia was a given. I contacted the author to ask about the s ,

He responded, “I found the reference in E. Juengel, Paulus and Je

3rd ed. (Tiibingen, 1967), p. 174, but he never cited the rabbinic ¢ nding the Better Intertext

tion and I could not find it elsewhere in the book.”*¢ Klyne Sno , 4

solves the mystery of the citation. The claim is “based on the mj - Rather than understand the parable through negative stereotype, we

of a late tradition in . Baba Batra 10b and comments in Ste-B better to understand it as, in part, a resurrection of an earlier ?EH&

pp- 538 and 544.” Str-B is the abbreviation for Hermann L: Sttac m_mn:ﬁ. Along with the accounts of Dinah and Shechem in Genesis

and Paul Billerbeck’s 1922 Kommentar zum Neuen Testamen 14, Jotham and Abimelech in Judges 9, and the fate of .nrn North-

Tulmud und Midrash, a compendium of connections the author: Kingdom, there is another biblical account of Samaria, one mvmﬁ

between the New Testament and all of rabbinic literature. - mmn:nm a different form of relationship. According to 2 Ornon_m_nm
There is one more level of our investigation about how this m.,w..Gg the Samaritans—here identified as “the people of Israel”—

rect citation made its way into New Testament studies. It appa mEH& two hundred thousand Judean “women, sons, and daughters;

entered through the work of Walter Grundmann,* the dir ,Q also took much booty . . . to Samaria.” A prophet named Oded ;

the Nazi program entitled Institute for the Study and Eradicati en condemned the Samaritan army: :

Jewish Influence on German Church Life (Institut zur Erfor: )

und Beseitigung des jiidischen Einflusses auf das deutsche kir Because the LORD, the God of your ancestors, was angry with |

Leben).” Again, anti-Jewish material is repeated, because no on - Judah, he gave them into your hand, but you have killed them

questions it. , in a rage that has reached up to heaven. Now you intend to ;
Finally, with the rise of postcolonial and liberation-theological rea  subjugate the people of Judah and Jerusalem, male m:&. fe-

 ings, negative stereotypes of Jewish-Samaritan relations coupled with male, as your slaves. But what have you except sins against the :

negative stereotypes of Jewish purity laws combine. When bibli ~ LoRrD your God? Now hear me, and send back the captives
whom you have taken from your kindred, for the fierce wrath :

terpretation functions to enfranchise people, name systems of oppre :
sion, or inspire change for the better, this is all to the good. Wi of the LORD is upon you. ”,,
however, the means by which these concerns are facilitated it
negative stereotyping, then the ends are compromised. For examp  number of the Samaritan leaders, chastened, agreed with the
in his “‘Dalit Theology’ and the Parable of the Good Samaritan, rophet. Their actions anticipate the imagery found in the parable of
Gnanavaram maps the Dalit (untouchable) onto the Samarita he Good Samaritan:

the priest and the Levite correspond to the “high-cast non-D ‘

'The Samaritan is the “outcast,” although the only person cast ot Then those who were mentioned by name got up and took

the Gospel in relation to Samaritan issues is Jesus, who was 1€ the captives, and with the booty they clothed all that were
lodging in a Samaritan village (Luke 9.53); the Samaritan i  naked among them; they clothed them, gave them sandals,
pressed,” although according to the parable he has freedom of eral provided them with food and drink, and anointed them; and
and economic resources.f Readers will need to determine if the carrying all the feeble among them on donkeys, they brought
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them to their kindred at Jericho, the city of palm trees. Then 95,3 to a blank check .ma S_&.:: _Wamzmm oﬁ”ﬂ MM%HMN M”Dmmmw
they returned to Samaria, ¢ ‘ e@. Moreover, his trusting the inn nnmnm to nr A i

echoes the trust the wounded man had to have g im. By
sting the innkeeper, he provides nObmaBm.ﬁoMM evidence that w
e our neighbors; that trust is essential for life. v T
fore cynical interpreters, aware of .Toi Jesus’s wn,.\ﬁm an onee ,ﬁ;

felt about this Samaritan hero, might mn.n an oB:.wo:m imp ,
M: the. Samaritan’s final actions. The mmﬁmm:m:. m.HoB_m.nm to NQE.H_HW ”,, |
dshould he be displeased with the m::_mnmmﬂ. s BE;nM.mEoM? e M\HD "

.&N in kind. The Samaritan made the choice to care ow the B_m
m&ﬂ? the innkeeper’s motives to continue the care— g_@o ence,
&m_ incentive, fear of retaliation—go unspoken. In the OMwmm Eww:
cast as far as the victim is concerned, &nw may not matter. Of ulti-
¢ import is not our motive, but our mnn.wo:. . e e
The parable proper ends here. But Jesus is not done wit yer, :

The cycle of violence can be broken. ,
For the person in the ditch or the listener who identifies wich

2 Chronicles 28 offers a necessary lesson. Those who want to kill yq

may be the only ones who will save you. ‘

™

And upon the next day, taking out, he gave two denarii to
the innkeeper and said, “Take care of him, and whatever
you might spend, I, upon my return, will give back to you.”

Luke 10.35 :
‘ ’ neither are we. .

would remember the Good Samaritan if he had only good in
. He had money as well.”# Mrs, Thatcher overstates; the parable wi
= still convey its basic message, had it stopped at the previous verse
her comment at best serves to prompt another question: What ¢
Luke 10.35 contribute to the parable? :
First, the verse makes clear, despite numerous sermons to the
trary, that the Samaritan is not a social victim, He has money, fréec
of travel, the ability to find lodging (more than what Jesus found in
Samaritan village), and some Fﬁmmma with the innkeeper. The pa | elv revealed in his ser- ,
Co . . L . . ing Jr. so eloquen ; ,
in its original setting, is not about the type of prejudice that creat uestion. As Martin Luther King QM S @. owﬁmznn The issue for ;
. s : ; ion i tmost 11y g

people on the margins; it is about hatred between groups who on, asking the right question is o U porta but the action
imilar resources ” but the “what,” not the identity but the o .,
o . . itan’ i Th i ble even to voice the hated name “Samaritan.” He ,,
Second, a benevolent reading of the Samaritan’s final actions he lawyer is unable o him ,,
. L 1 . . « i or nim. ”
. derstands him as providing not one-time aid, but long-term care. Th an only say, “The one doing mercy . | d the action V,

The parable spoke about compassion, but the lawyer rea

. . . . ; i issue is apt: compassion can be
check off the to-do list. The Samaritan’s offering the innkeeper w s one of mercy. His rephrasing the iss p p
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. icho, and I am attacked by thieves, beaten, stripped,
B;Mu _Wmnm half dead in a ditch. Two people who should have
MM— help pass me by: the first, a Jewish medic from the Israel

those who fear him” (1.50); “He has helped his servant Isr « Forces; the second, a member of the Israel/Palestine w\bmmm:
membrance of his mercy” (1.54); “Her neighbors and relatiy, nwomnrn Presbyterian Church C..m.>. But n.rn. wnmmo:w.,\ ) HM es
that the Lord vmm shown his great mercy to her” (1.58); “1 ssion on me and shows me mercy is a @&nmm::m.s Muslim w! om_n
shown the mercy promised to our ancestors” (1.72) and, § Lies lie with Hamas, a political wmnn.v\ whose charter not ow y
the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will b tes Israel’s destruction, but also %@Qm Jews as subhuman n‘
us” (1.78). . ponsible for all the world’s problems. o o
For the lawyer, and for Luke’s readers, the Samaritan d “arable of the “Good Hamas Member might be &.mmnc t MM
God does. The divine is manifested only through our action support of Israel’s existence. /Mxnnn w.nm:m a mmamﬁﬁmw we ~
| fore, Jesus responds to the lawyer’s observation not with ave the parable of the “Good Jew, .SE in Q.ﬁ streets or MBm -
and not with a parable, but with an imperative: “Go,” he . _ovm_n in the Middle East could picture this, we might have a
you do likewise.” To speak of loving God and loving neighbo ion for choosing life. " :
not require theological precision; it does not ask for a partict ¢ finally agree that it is better to acknowledge the zm:mz.
tion of worship (Gerizim, Jerusalem, Mecca, the Ganges, or Ssog the potential to do good in the enemy, rather than to ¢ n.voMn
|+ +); it does not speak to a particular book (the Torah, the § Will we be able to care for our enemies, who are also our neigh-
. Pentateuch, the Christian Bible, the Qur’an, or the Book of ill we be able to bind up their éos:.&m rather than EM% sm
‘...).Loving God and loving neighbor cannot exist in the ab. ties? And can we imagine that they n:mrﬁ. do the same for sm.
~ need to be enacted. ut into practice that inauguration promise of not leaving the

We do not know what the lawyer did following this parab unded traveler on the road? The biblical text—and concern for hu-
we know if the parable was actually spoken to a lawyer, or i
provided both the opening and closing frame. All we can know
we, upon hearing this parable in its narrative frame, will do.

felt in the gut; mercy needs to be enacted with the vo&*
may come from Luke, who uses it extensively, but only in th
materials, where mercy is an attribute of the divine: “His m

The Parable in Today's World

For a final sense of the profundity of the parable, we need on
from ancient texts to present contexts. The parable of the G
maritan is one of the few that makes an almost perfect transl:

today’s situation,

Samaria today has various names: the West Bank, Occu
estine, Greater Isracl. To hear the parable today, we only need
date the identity of the figures. I am an Isracli Jew on my




