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In her 2015 book, The Short Stories of Jesus, Jewish New Testament professor Amy-Jill Levine argues that religion is meant "to comfort the afflicted and to afflict the comfortable." That’s just what seems to be happening in this parable. A man on a journey is robbed and left for dead, a priest and a Levite pass him by, and a Samaritan stops and helps.  The Samaritan, showing mercy, exemplifies what it means to be a neighbour. So is Jesus telling a simple moral tale that says, “Be like the Samaritan? Be a nice person? Go and do what he did?”

What would Jesus's original audience have made of this? Would they have agreed with it?  Surely there's nothing wrong with interpreting the Good Samaritan parable as a "go and do likewise" story.  After all, we are called to be imitators of Christ.  To assist others, to show concern, and to offer compassionate care to those in need or trouble. The Good Samaritan offers us a beautiful example to follow, and we would do well to pay attention.

Like the parable of the Prodigal Son, the story of the Good Samaritan is one of the most well-known of Jesus’ parables.  Maybe it’s because it’s so well known that it’s easy for us to miss the discomfort and challenge embedded in the story. 

In many of the conversations I find myself in as I visit members of our congregations is a deep anguish about the plight of people in Gaza, and a sense of helplessness that nothing seems to stop what many see as genocide. A recent article in The Age tells the story of the intentional strategy to remove Palestinians from East Jerusalem, which mirrors the whole settler movement which constantly encroaches on Palestinian lands, and where laws favour Jewish citizens of Israel. Equally abhorrent however is the rise of antisemitism and violent attacks on Jewish places of work and worship not just in our own Country but across the world. It all seems so entrenched, and so it was in Jesus’ day between Jews and Samaritans.

Jesus’ story is not just about a random act of kindness, or praising people who are kind to strangers, it’s fundamentally about learning to see everyone as our neighbour. It’s specifically about helping those who seem different, foreign and other – they too are our neighbours. What a different world we would see if people understood the radical challenge Jesus offers us all in this parable. What a difference it would make for us not only to see all people as neighbours, whatever their racial, religious or cultural background, but to see people as fellow human beings made in God’s image.

Jesus tells his parable to demonstrate that what is important is not WHO is my neighbour, where we try to limit the possibilities, or keep it all theoretical, about definitions rather than actually ‘walking the talk.’  No, the most important thing is HOW we act in a neighbourly way, how we learn to see the worth in others, how we notice the un-noticeable people. That’s the challenge! 
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