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Our Gospel story is one of the most powerful, best known stories in the Bible. We have named it "The Good Samaritan."

The story is familiar - A lawyer puts Jesus to the test. Do lawyers always put you to the test?? The lawyer inquires as to how he might have eternal life. Jesus, in essence, replies, "You already know the answer to that question. It involves loving God and you neighbor." The lawyer, eager for some sort of adversarial contest replies with a question, "And who is my neighbor?"
Jesus refuses to engage in the debate the lawyer is trying to set up.  Rather,  he  tells a story. There aren't many characters in it.
There is a traveler on the Jerusalem/Jericho road who has been mugged, robbed and left half-dead.
There are two representatives of the religious establishment, a Priest and a Levite. Both decide not to get involved.
There is the “Good” Samaritan” who actually treats the wounded traveler as his neighbor. Now, for the Jews, the term “Good Samaritan” was an oxy-moron.  To the Jews, Samaritans were the most despicable of all people. No self respecting Jew would even speak to a Samaritan much less imagine that a Samaritan could be good. Yet, Jesus chose him as the story's hero!
Now, I want you to do something.  Imagine yourself in the story. Which character do you identify with? If you were actually living out this story, which one is you?
Are you the Priest? Are your temple duties so compelling that you have to keep your priorities firmly under control. Your job is so important that you can't allow yourself to be swept into some situation not on you calendar? Responding to this situation might lead to God knows what and you might never get to work. You might lose your place on the Temple roster and it could be months before you get another assignment. It could be months before you get another chance to serve God in the Temple which is, after all, what you have been trained to do.
Or, perhaps, are you the Levite and a little further down the religious hierarchy than the Priest? You had really better watch your step. If the traveler is actually dead and you touch him you could become ritually unclean and be barred from your duties.
Then, again, what if the man is a decoy. You could be next..  Bandits did that sort of thing.  No, better not to get entangled in this mess.

So, who are you in this story? Are you the Samaritan? I have heard it said that everyone is a hero in their own story. Are you the Good Samaritan? I would like to be but I am not.
When we imagine ourselves the Good Samaritan, we hardly consider the cost of being compassionate may actually require of us. In this day of A.I.D.S., rendering life-saving help might actually threaten your own life.  In this day of endless litigation, if you tried to help the traveler, you might be sued for causing him harm.  Come to think of it, the Samaritan was risking his own life, wasn't he? Maybe our times are not all that different. Perhaps really being a neighbor always involves risking your own security and well being.
I ran into a chilling article the other day. The writer saw our nation's growing urban ghettos as very like the beginning of a third world country springing up right here on American soil. Moving into such a neighborhood to try to help and redeem it could jeopardize your own or your children's education, health and reputation. Real love of neighbor is costly. No, we might like to think of ourselves as the Good Samaritans but, mostly, we aren't.
So, who are we in the story?  Could it be that we are the wounded traveler, the wounded and beaten one? Now, before you give the traveler too much sympathy, remember that he was foolhardy and reckless. It was common knowledge that the Jericho road was treacherous; thick with robbers and highwaymen. It was downright crazy to travel alone on that. road- The traveler had himself to blame for much of his trouble. Don't we always have ourselves to blame for most of our troubles? But, isn’t it always more fun the play the victim?

OK, I am the wounded traveler, you are the wounded traveler. Who is the Good Samaritan? It can be none other than Jesus Christ himself. Jesus' entire existence was centered in bringing this kind of selfless, self-expending love into the world, into our lives. Jesus is the good Samaritan who picks us up, heals our wounds and provides for our needs. His gift of himself is unrestrained, unlimited. Ultimately, he gave all that he had to give for us, his life.

But note something.  How does the story end?  The end was not told but left  to our imagination. The end of the story is what happened to the wounded but rescued traveler. What did happen to him? How did he respond to what had been done for him? How was his life changed? Was it changed at all?
How would you write the sequel to "The Good Samaritan?"  What should the sequel to "The Good Samaritan" be called?  Maybe, "The Traveler." I think that would be a good title. Life is a journey and we all are travelers.
Perhaps the Traveler wakes up in the Inn only vaguely aware of what has happened to him. He clearly remembers being set upon by a band of robbers. He remembers being badly beaten and then his memory fades into darkness. Someone helped him.  He remembers that much.  Who was it?  He remembers kindness, gentleness; someone cared!
Now, here he is in the Inn. How can he pay for this? They took all his money. The Innkeeper tells him about the Stranger who brought him to the Inn, cared for him through the night, left money for further care and said that he would return. What then does the Traveler do? Wait for the Stranger? Try to pay him back? How? How has this incident changed the Traveler??
So many richly imaginative stories have been written about Biblical characters and situations. Remember The Robe?  It is a fictional story about the life of the Roman soldier who won Jesus' cloak at the Crucifixion.  The soldier’s life was for ever changed.  Or maybe you have read the story of the imagined fourth Wise Man who had gotten separated from his three friends and spent the rest of his life searching for the Christ Child.
I think it would be great fun to turn the "Wounded Traveler" over to a class in creative writing to see what future the students would invent for him.  But, you see, each of us is very much like a student in a class in creative writing only what we are in is a class in creative living!  If we all are, indeed, Wounded Travelers, the story hasn't ended yet.  We are each still writing our own ending with  how we live our lives.
Now, let me tell you another story. It comes from a book by Michael Christensen titled, The Samaritan's Imperative.  The story goes like this:
It is a bitter, freezing cold day and two monks are hurrying to get back to the monastery. They know they must get back before sunset or they will freeze to death. They are rushing across a bridge when from the ravine below they hear a voice calling for help.
The first monk chooses to risk the danger of the cold in order to help another to safety. He climbs down into the ravine and gathers the wounded man into his arms. He begins to slowly make his way back to the monastery.
The second monk has already rushed ahead, determined to get himself to safety before sunset.
Night comes and with it, bitter cold. The first monk is nearing the monastery as he slowly makes his way with the wounded one. He stumbles over something in the middle of the road. To his great sorrow he finds the body of his brother monk. The one who had gone on alone had frozen to death. In seeking to save his life, he had lost it.
The compassionate monk, willing to lose his life, was kept warm by the heat exchanged from carrying the stranger in need. In being willing to lose his life, he had saved it.
So, we come to the end  of the story that Jesus told to the lawyer. Jesus asked the lawyer a question, Who do you think proved neighbor to the man who fell among robbers?" The lawyer could only reply, "The one who showed mercy on him." Jesus said to him, "Go and do likewise."
When I look at the incredible misery and devastation across the face of our world, I am over whelmed.  I pray to God to give me the wisdom and courage to elect leaders who can and will make a difference.  Individually, we can’t fix the world but I don’t think Jesus was calling the Lawyer of the story to try to change the world.  He was calling the Lawyer to change himself.

There is plenty that needs our help very close at hand.  We only have to look around us. When we see a need we are not called to do the impossible.  We are called only to do what we can do.  
This story of the Good Samaritan is the very heart and soul of the Gospel. God sent his Son to show us the meaning of neighborly love; to show us who our neighbor truly is. How are we to respond to that? First by loving God for what He has done for us and, second, by loving our neighbor.  How we answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?” makes all the difference in the world.   Amen
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