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A useful question to ask ourselves in response to this gospel of the 
Good Samaritan is to ask:  “Who do I choose to identify with?”,  the 
priest, the Levite, the victim or the Samaritan? 
 
It is useful because it has the capacity to reveal what lies at the heart 
of our being.  The priest and the Levite, as I am sure you are aware, 
were part of the establishment, the official representatives of religion. 
Their duty was to assist in the official worship of the Jewish 
community, and to draw people forward in their relationship with God.  
People looked to them for example, and they responded to that 
expectation by striving to live according to the Law that had been 
given them by Moses, as we heard in our first reading, and as this 
had been interpreted over the years. 
 

 The same is still true in our own day and of our own priests, 
and shows itself in the hurt people express when they hear or 
read about priests and religious involved in sexual or other 
misconduct.  We expect better of them.   Among the Jews that 
was particularly a concern with ritual purity, and since both 
priest and Levite were apparently on their way to Jerusalem, 
they were conscious of their need to keep themselves pure, so 
they could participate as expected in the Temple worship.  If the 
victim of the robbery was dead, or were to die in their hands, 
they could forget about their Temple worship until they had 
gone through the whole rigmarole of purification again.  So, 
although they saw the victim, they allowed the Law to prevail 
over their hearts, and passed by on the other side. 

 
The Samaritan suffered from none of these strictures, but he 
had his own inherited reasons for leaving the victim by the side 
of the road.  Jews and Samaritans were not friends.  Jews saw 
them as intruders, opportunists and imposters.  Almost 500 
years earlier, when most of the Jews were led away to begin 
the Babylonian captivity, the Babylonians resettled other groups 
of people on the lands the Jews had been forced to evacuate.  
Some of these foreigners intermarried with some of the 
remaining Jews, while others, coming from areas where people 
believed in the advantage of worshipping local gods, adapted 
the trappings of Judaism.   

 
To true Jews these interlopers were pseudo-Jews, and to be 
avoided like the plague, so when they finally returned from their 
captivity, they shunned these Samaritans utterly, despised 
them, would not allow them near the Temple, and treated them 
like dirt. 
 
The Samaritan in today’s story had been the victim of that 
traditional abuse all his life, and no one would have thought any 
worse of him if he’d left the victim of the robbery by the side of 
the road as well.   But he didn‘t.  He went out of his way to care 
for him, gave time and money to see him looked after, and 
promised to do even more if that would be needed. 
 
At the start of the homily I asked you a question, - Who do you 
choose to identify with?  Can I suggest that if you say “with the 
Good Samaritan”, you’ve given the wrong answer.  Because 
who did the Good Samaritan identify with?  Faced with this 
desperately injured man, he chose to identify with the victim, 
ignoring his race and the whole accumulation of past injuries, - 
he let the real depth of his heart speak, - not the baggage that 
had been building up over a lifetime. 
 
And that is our challenge.  It is easy to identify with the good 
guy, to gain kudos by proxy.  We do it all the time, - when our 
team wins, when the Australian cricket team brings back the 
Ashes, when an Australian athlete sets a new world record or 
wins gold at the Olympics, we stick our chest out, and say 
“That’s us”, but we didn’t bear the pain, the fatigue, the bumps 
and bruises these sport stars did.  We’re phonies.  Real 
identifying, in that sense, has to do with putting in the effort they 
tried to put in, to accept the pain that training or exercise can 
involve. 
 
Identifying in the sense of the Good Samaritan involves feeling 
the pain, the distress, the desperation of those we can see are 
in need, and doing what we can about it.  It’s the guts, the heart 
of its meaning that we find in the word ‘compassion’,  ‘to suffer 
with’, and to allow that suffering to shape our heartfelt 
response.  What is it that motivates our choices?   


