So hands up if you’ve heard the story of the Good Samaritan before – almost everyone. It’s familiar, we know how the story unfolds and we can anticipate the punch line!
But I wonder how many of us have stopped to think where we might fit into the story? Which of the characters do you recognise in yourself? Of course, we’d all like to follow Jesus’ instruction and be like the Samaritan, ready and willing to help anyone in trouble. But I have to confess that I have a sneaking sympathy for the other characters in the tale!
Let’s just unpack that a bit. First there’s the victim of the attack. The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was notorious; he must have known that travelling alone, even in daylight, was extremely risky. Perhaps he’d been to the Temple for a celebration, there was no-one else going his way, and in his euphoria, he just didn’t stop to think that he was putting himself in danger. I wonder how many of us can think of a time when we’ve felt vulnerable, when we’ve unthinkingly put ourselves in a dodgy situation? If so, we can certainly sympathise with the victim here.
Then there’s the robbers; well surely nobody can see themselves in that role? But I wonder what had driven them to that level of lawlessness? Perhaps they’d lost their jobs and were desperate to find a way to feed their families. There was no universal credit, so it was a choice of either steal or starve. We can see some of the same choices playing out even today on a daily basis in the wreckage of Gaza. Faced with that stark choice, what would you do? The robbers were making a choice to harm others to benefit themselves, and it’s easy to condemn them, but it may have been less simple than that.
So what about the priest? Surely of all the characters in the story we could have expected better of him? Not many of us would see ourselves in that role. But in the culture of the time, to touch a dead body, even blood, would have made him ritually unclean, and he would have had to go through a lengthy process to cleanse himself again. Maybe he was on his way to the Temple to lead worship and he couldn’t have done that if he was unclean, and stopping to help would at the very least have made him late. Surely, his service to God had to come first? It would be a dilemma for any preacher on their way to lead worship to come across the aftermath of a road collision and have to make an instant decision. Should I stop or assume someone else with less urgent business will deal with it?
Next up was the Levite – perhaps we would see them as a member of our church council or, more likely, the Church Steward! He, too, might have been hurrying to get  the Temple ready for worship, for this was part of his duty. Many of us here would understand the pressure he felt. And he’d heard about the tricks robbers on this road played on the unsuspecting. It was said that one of them would play dead to get travellers to stop, and then attack them when they were most vulnerable. It could be a dangerous decision. Can you imagine being in the city at night and coming across an apparently inert body in a back street on your way back to your car? What should you do? Again, it’s easy to condemn, but I can also sympathise with this man.
Neither the priest or the Levite actively harmed the man, but they made his situation worse by failing to help.
Finally, we come to the hero of the story – the Samaritan. Samaritans were a splinter group of the same faith as Jews; each claimed to have the only true faith so there was deep distrust, even hatred between them. It was a dispute similar to that between protestants and catholics in the 16th and 17th centuries; both groups claimed to be Christian, yet slaughtered each other in the name of faith.
So for a Samaritan to go out of his way to help a Jew would have been a shock to Jesus’ listeners. Yet at the end of the story, they all had to admit that it was he, the hated Samaritan, who had been a good neighbour to the injured man. 
I’m quite certain that we would all like to see ourselves in that role and that’s what Jesus instructs everyone to do – ‘Go and do the same!’ Yet as I’ve already suggested, it can be less than straightforward. We can all imagine circumstances in which we would face a dilemma; should we stop to help, or would that put ourselves in danger? Like so much of life, there are grey areas, but we can only pray that we’d have the courage to make the right decision.
