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We’ve come so far since the origin of ‘My dog ate my homework!’  I was half-tempted to stand 

up here this morning, proclaim that my dog ate my sermon and then sit back down just to see 

what happened.  But, the truth is we’ve gotten a lot more creative than that in our society.  I think 

the circumstances and lists are endless, and they don’t need a lot of recounting this morning.  

Whether we failed to get back to someone because ‘the email went into spam,’ we didn’t follow 

through on a task because we were certain that someone else was doing it, or we missed an 

important event because it magically ‘dropped’ off the calendar – we can spin just about every 

action, inaction, decision, indecision, mistake, misstep, missed obligation and everything else 

we’ve errantly done into being the fault of some other circumstance, individual, technological 

failure, etc…  And, in truth, it really doesn’t seem to matter, all that often, whether it was 

something we chose to do (or not do), whether it was something we simply decided wasn’t all 

that important, or if we truly just forgot – we can always seem to find a way to make sure the 

blame isn’t ours.  That’s not a new experience or reality to anyone in this room, and it’s not 

worth a ton of time for our purposes this morning. 

 

But, sometimes, every once in a while, we run up against a moment in which it’s not just an 

excuse.  Sometimes, every once in a while, we run up against a circumstance in which that which 

is the right thing to do is directly contrary to that which we think we are supposed to do.  And, in 

those moments the question becomes entirely different and altogether more difficult.  And, it’s 

that question, I suggest, that is brought out in this parable of the Good Samaritan. 

 

As many of you are aware, we are spending our summer on a handful of parables from Jesus, 

spending a few weeks on each that we have chosen.  The way we are doing it, however, is by 

looking at the story through the eyes of the characters of the story – a different one each week.  

Last week, Julie kicked us off in the series as she reflected on the Samaritan in this story – she 

focused us on this one who had compassion and helped us to see not only the moral/ethical call 

to extend such compassion to others, but the profound Gospel promise that God, in Jesus, is that 

neighbor (that one who has compassion) to us!  Today, however, we take a turn to the traditional 

villains of the story and we look at those thoughtless, compassionless, heartless scoundrels that 

are the Priest and the Levite! 
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It’s always interesting, for me, to take some time to step back and reflect on the remarkably 

visceral way in which we can turn understandable and reasonable decisions made by the 

characters of these biblical stories into villainous acts of faithlessness.  And, I want to suggest 

that this story is precisely such a case – because the dilemma these two faced was far more 

complex, and not nearly as ethically and morally clear, as we tend to think. 

 

Reset the stage and picture this man who was travelling from Jerusalem to Jericho.  It was not at 

all uncommon for there to be bandits and robbers along this road, and this man gets caught up in 

it.  He is robbed, beaten, and left half-dead on the side of the road.  You can almost picture the 

dirt road, with no one and nothing around, the sun beating down on the man’s lifeless body – and 

along comes the priest.  Now, our 21st century Christian mindset immediately sees the story 

through the eyes of that injured man – desperately in need – and sees one, and only one, 

reasonable action on the part of the Priest.  He needs to help!  He needs to get over there, check 

on this man, and do something about this helpless situation.  But, he doesn’t – he not only skips 

by the man, but actually crosses to the other side of the road in order to avoid any contact at all.  

This priest will have nothing to do with this man in need.  It’s deplorable!  This is bad enough 

for anyone, much less a priest.  Any person passing by that kind of need should stop to help but, 

a priest, a man of God – there’s no excuse for that!  Except – there kind of is! 

 

Remember that passage from Leviticus we read a few minutes ago?  “The priest who is exalted 

above his fellows, on whose head the anointing oil has been poured and who has been 

consecrated to wear the vestments, shall not dishevel his hair, nor tear his vestments. 11 He shall 

not go where there is a dead body; he shall not defile himself even for his father or mother.”  

This is what was going through his mind in that moment!  While, in our minds, the focus became 

solely and entirely on the man in need – a man who was desperately crying for someone to save 

him – the mind of that priest would have been far more complicated than that.  He probably had 

no way of knowing, from a distance, if this man was dead or alive.  And, he couldn’t take that 

chance.  He was an anointed priest – he was set aside in purity so that he could enter into the 

curtain of the temple and offer sacrifices for the people.  He was restricted, by the very laws of 

God, in what he could do here.  He saw the man in need, there is no reason to think he didn’t 

have compassion for that man in need, but he also knew that he was to remain pure by the very 

dictates of God.  This was not the easy and clear situation that we so often imagine.  This man 

was caught between a desperate need of the moment and his very understanding of what he was 

supposed to do and be in light of his place and role in the faith.  It’s a little more complicated 

than we imagine at first glance in this story. 

 

I think the addition of the Levite, that follows, is meant to help to drive home this somewhat 

subtle aspect of this story.  While the compassion of the Samaritan certainly would have been the 

central theme to the people, they would have heard a progressive distinction as this story was 

told.  This second character that comes along the road, the Levite, would have been seen slightly 

differently than the priest.  They would have both been of the same clan (that of Levi), but while 

the priests would have been set aside for the purposes of entering the curtain in the temple, 

offering sacrifices, etc… a non-priest Levite would have had more preparatory responsibilities in 

the temple – preparing sacrifices, caring for the building, teaching, and so on…  In fact, in that 

same passage from Leviticus (the one that tells us that a priest isn’t even allowed to be with the 
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body of his own mother or father), it tells us that a Levite is, in fact, allowed to be with his 

immediate family upon their death – mother, father, son, daughter, even an unmarried sister is 

someone whom he is allowed to ‘defile himself’ for.   

 

Now, my point in all of this is that the Levite had similar concerns to those of the priest, but they 

would have had more flex, more give, to those expectation.  Thus, Jesus is clearly beginning to 

paint a picture in this story of a contrast between those who are ‘Godly’ and those who are 

‘neighborly’ – which he then equates to being ‘Godly.’  Look at the story as it unfolds in light of 

this particular understanding of these people. 

• The story begins with a ‘lawyer’ (in other words, a man devoted to the law of God) 

standing up and asking Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life.  Or, if I can put it in 

my language – asking what it means to be ‘Godly.’  The ensuing conversation boils 

down to one question – what does it mean to be a neighbor. 

• The story that follows, that Jesus tells to that man of the Law, begins with the one 

people would have seen as the most ‘Godly’ of all – a priest.  The priest comes along 

and his Godliness overrides his neighborliness as he crosses to the other side. 

• Next comes the Levite, another ‘Godly’ character in their eyes, but one who was not 

quite as restricted as the priest.  But, once again, his Godliness overrides his 

neighborliness as he too crosses to the other side. 

• Finally, along comes the Samaritan – the true epitome of the ungodly.  We’ve reached 

the far low end of the spectrum when it comes to their view of this man as a man of faith 

and Jesus turns him into the epitome of faithfulness as he becomes to true neighbor to 

man in need and the exemplar of what this man of the law needs to do in order to be 

right with God. 

 

You see, in all of this, Jesus is painting a picture of a contrast between those who are seen to be 

‘Godly’ and those who are ‘neighborly’ – and then he’s saying that it is those who are neighborly 

who are truly right with God. 

 

We started this endeavor into this tale with my claim that sometimes, every once in a while, we 

run up against a moment in which an excuse is not just an excuse.  Sometimes, every once in a 

while, we run up against a circumstance in which that which is the right thing to do is directly 

contrary to which we believe we are supposed to do.  And, I think that when we look at this story 

through the eyes of the ‘villains,’ that is challenge we see. 

 

The Priest and the Levite weren’t the callous, thoughtless, heartless automatons that we often 

make them out to be.  They were people who were caught between the desperate need of the 

moment and their understanding of their role in faith.  They were people who were caught 

between what we see as what was ‘right’ for them to do, and what they understood as that which 

they were ‘supposed’ to do.   

• Now, I don’t think that we can avoid the truth that Jesus clearly implies, in this story, that 

they made the wrong choice.   

• I don’t think we can ignore that the pattern that Jesus lays out here is that the right choice 

in the moment was to choose compassion over one’s brother and sister over and above 

ritualistic purity or traditional segregations.   
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• We can’t look at the recurrent stories of Jesus placing the needs of people as a priority 

high and above the desire to remain legalistically adherent to the Law and not see that 

this is another place where Jesus was trying to reset the values and viewpoints of his 

earliest audiences. 

 

But, and this is a huge ‘but,’ I think we miss a key element to this story if we don’t take note of 

the fact that, when it came to the Priest and the Levite, they may have made the wrong choice – 

but they thought they were doing what was right.  I think we miss a key element to this parable if 

we don’t allow ourselves to be challenged by its reminder that times will come, in life, in which 

the right thing to do and that which we believe we are supposed to do will not match up – and we 

will have to make a choice.  And, that choice will sometimes be far from easy and far from clear!   

 

You know, as I have reflected on this story, and particularly on the characters of the Priest and 

the Levite, my heart and mind have been taken back, recurrently, to a dialog I had with Becca, 

our oldest, last summer.  Becca, to my great adoration, has a beautifully compassionate heart.  

When we see people in need, Becca wants to help.  We happened to be in a town, at this 

particular time, that was making public overtures asking people not to contribute directly to 

anyone asking for assistance.  Many of you are familiar with these types of efforts.  The town 

had set up protocols through which support could be given and they were trying to control the 

amount of public panhandling by asking people not to give to those who were asking.  When we 

drove up to a corner and saw someone, of course, Becca wanted to help.  I proceeded to explain 

to her what the town was doing and why we weren’t helping in that moment and she 

acknowledged what I said, but still struggled, I think, with her desire to help the person in that 

moment despite the wider scope of what I had explained. 

 

I’ve thought a lot about that conversation and that circumstance over the past few weeks as I’ve 

reflected on this parable, and I’ve really questioned myself on how I viewed things, how I 

explained things to Becca.  I have struggled, greatly, with the balance between my understanding 

of what I was ‘supposed’ to do in that moment and my faithful call to be compassionate on those 

in in need.  I have battled, in my mind, as to whether Becca needed to listen to me in that 

moment, or if I perhaps needed to listen a little more to her.  And, after a few weeks of a lot of 

reflection, the truth is that I’m still not entirely sure.  But, I will say this – after spending some 

time with the Priest and the Levite in the story, the answers those questions are far less clear to 

me today than they were two weeks ago!   


