
15th Sunday in Ordinary Time - C 

The story of the Good Samaritan is one most of us could tell.  
It’s that familiar.  We may not be able to get all the details right, 
but the gist of it is not that hard to communicate.  Because of 
that, we might be inclined to stop listening early on in the 
reading of it.  We know how it ends:  “Go and do likewise.” 

But there are a lot of important truths contained in the story that 
can easily escape our notice.  And some of the nuances have a 
lot to say about how we fulfill that final commission to go and 
do likewise. 

For one, Jesus spends a fair amount of the story engaging the 
scholar of the law in a conversation.  He lets the scholar drive 
the bus, as it were, and by doing so builds on what truths he has 
already arrived at to draw him into a fuller, deeper awareness of 
what the law is trying to get at.  

Jesus answers a question by asking a question:  “What is written 
in the law?  How do you read it?”  Sure enough, the scholar of 
the law has a ready answer, the traditional one that every Jewish 
child learns before the age of 7: “You shall love the Lord, your 
God, with all your heart, with all your being, with all your 
strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.”  

Jesus appears to close the case with response: “You have 
answered correctly; do this and you will live.” It’s that simple.  
The scholar of the law refuses to be put off by such a 
unpretentious, straightforward response.  He wants to go into the 
question more.  That’s what scholars of the law did.  They were 
expected to know the ins and outs of a question and all its 
various wrinkles. 



If we’re not careful, we may miss what Jesus is saying to the 
scholar of the law with the story he tells.  For one thing, the 
question the scholar asks is, “And who is my neighbor?  Who is 
the one I am supposed to love as myself?  But the story Jesus 
tells turns things around.  The story of the Good Samaritan is 
really about who has loved me?  Who has been neighbor to me?  
And what was that like?   

Perhaps this is the key element of a story designed to get the 
scholar out of the world of thoughts and subtle considerations to 
where the real action is: the world where the compassion of God 
may be found.  Although the priest and the Levite found reasons 
to bypass the robbers’ victim, the Samaritan is moved with 
compassion and engages the suffering, so much so that he goes 
to great lengths to attend to the needs of the man found be the 
side of the road.  The interaction between the robbers’ victim 
and the Samaritan offers an example of the experience of being 
loved by one’s neighbor, and what that experience might lead to. 

In the story Jesus told, the heart plays the leading role, not the 
head.  The Samaritan, who was traveling in foreign territory 
where he was not really welcome, would seem to have had the 
best reason not to stop and come to the aid of a total stranger.  
But he lets himself be moved by compassion and performs a 
work of mercy.   

That seems key to me. It offers us the chance first to think about 
the times we have benefited by such compassionate care.  I can 
easily think of times when that has happened to me—when I 
was in dire need of someone’s help and received it.  Those 
moments have a huge effect on us.  Years later we can call them 
to mind and be grateful for the one who was neighbor to us. 
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The commission to go and do likewise, to go and be neighbor is 
much more likely to engage our imagination and motivate our 
efforts when we are in touch with the fact that we ourselves have 
been beneficiaries of such compassion.  A scholarly approach is 
probably not going to cut it.  It remains in the head.   

After communion, there will be a moment for meditation.  I 
would like to suggest that today, we spend it thinking about 
those people who have been neighbor to us, people who have let 
their hearts be moved to reach out to us in our need.  We can be 
grateful for their care and concern.  We might even get to the 
point of recognizing that they were vessels of God’s own 
compassion for us, God’s neighborliness in the biblical sense. 

And in that gratitude it makes much more sense and comes 
much more easily that we would go and do the same.  Our 
motivation would be fresh and we would be putting ourselves in 
the position of being God’s own vessels of grace and 
compassion in the world. 
 


