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The lawyer who questions Jesus in today’s Gospel represents the human tendency to view God’s laws 
in a very narrow sense.  That is, we want to know how much we can get away with or how little we are 
required to do.  For example, if the commandment says I must not bear false witness, does that mean I can 
lie, as long as I don’t do so in court?  A proper understanding of the law, however, takes the opposite 
view, an expansive one; so I contemplate what the Lord wants from me, and the parable of the Good 
Samaritan forces us to acknowledge that a narrow view of the law is inadequate.  We must instead view 
the law in terms of mercy and love, both infinite views. 

A narrow view of the law makes us guilty of presumption.  On the one hand, if we think about how 
much we can get away with, we are presuming the Lord’s mercy instead of aiming for holiness.  And on 
the other hand, we presume the kindness of others when we attempt to do the least that the law requires.  
So, for example, both the Levite and the priest in today’s parable presume that the wounded man is 
someone else’s responsibility and, paradoxically, simultaneously presume that God will forgive them for 
neglecting their responsibility. 

While it is true that God can do anything and could well have simply healed the wounded man 
without the aid of any of His servants, this is not normally how the Lord works.  Instead, God enlists our 
help, so that we become His hands and feet, His eyes of compassion, speaking words of tenderness and 
mercy to those who are in need, ministering to them in their vulnerability and pain.  The presuming priest 
and Levite, devoted to God in the worship in the Temple, either forget or intentionally neglect the healing 
works God desires for His people.  I would tend to think the neglect was intentional as both the Levite 
and the priest pass by on the other side to avoid the suffering man. 

Here is the compassionate genius of the Samaritan.  Rather than avoiding the suffering of the victim, 
the Samaritan enters into the traveler’s pain.  Not only does he bind the man’s wounds after cleansing 
them, but he also spends an entire day with the man as he recovers; and then he pays the innkeeper to 
continue the care, promising to pay whatever is required for the poor man’s treatment.  Whereas the priest 
and the Levite have remained comfortable in their distance from the trial, the Samaritan sacrifices his 
comfort, his time, and his money in order that a fellow child of God might know the Lord’s love for him. 

The lesson, of course, is that we can presume neither the Lord’s mercy nor that someone else will 
take care of the problem.  Jesus makes clear in Matthew 25 that those who neglect to show mercy will 
suffer an eternal penalty.  He says about the Judgement Day, “As you did it not to the least of these [my 
brethren], you did it not to me.  And they will go away into eternal punishment” (Matt 25: 45-6).  But the 
lawyer is also convicted that he has a responsibility to every one of his fellow children of God, that a 



narrow understanding of neighbor is untenable.  Jesus asked, “’[Who] proved neighbor to the man who 
fell among the robbers?’ [The lawyer] said, ‘The one who showed mercy on him.’”  In case we needed 
further affirmation of what our call from God is, Jesus ends the conversation by telling him explicitly, 
“Go and do likewise.”  We His disciples are to be generous and show compassion, even to strangers not 
of our own people. 

So we see Jesus in both roles.  The Lord is the poor man who fell among the robbers, was beaten, and 
left for dead.  We are obligated to see Jesus in such victims and minister to them, just as St. Mary and St. 
John ministered to the Lord as He hung upon the altar of the Cross.  If we fail in this regard, the ministry 
to Jesus on the Cross, we literally imperil our souls; for only those who show mercy and compassion to 
the hungry, the thirsty, the sick, the naked and those in prison will experience the Beatific Vision. 

But Jesus is not only the victim.  He is the Samaritan, pouring Himself out completely for the life of 
the man broken by sin and unable to save himself.  It is the Lord who lifts him out of the gutter, the Lord 
who stays by his side, the Lord who binds up his wounds, the Lord who is willing to pay any price in 
order that His neighbor may be restored to the fulness of life. 

And with that understanding, that Jesus is both victim and healer, the burden of our expansive view of 
the law is lifted from our shoulders.  We don’t have to fear showing mercy to those in need, for it is the 
Lord Jesus who gives us the strength as well as the means to do it.  We don’t have to worry we won’t 
have enough, because it is Jesus who will give us the gifts to save those in need.  And we can be 
imperfect in our ministrations because as St. Paul makes clear in the Epistle to the Colossians, the Man 
we’re ministering to knows our hearts because He is also God, and the very compassion we are showing 
He has already shown us. 

Therefore, we understand that if the Lord has shown us the need, we are also the vessel of grace by 
which that need will be addressed.  When we come across a man naked and bleeding on the side of the 
road, we need to be like the Blessed Mother and respond, “Be it done unto me according to thy word.” 


