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Many years ago, when I was the Rector of St. Mary’s Church, Ardmore, PA, a town 
along the “Philadelphia Main Line”, I was a member of a wonderful clergy colleague 
group that met every other week.  Three other priests were members who became 
very cherished friends and companions on my priestly journey.  One of the members 
was Gary Hall, at that time, the Rector of Church of the Redeemer, Bryn Mawr.  Yes, 
it was the “country club” church, set high upon a hill with the property surrounded 
by an impressive, if not intimidating, stone wall.  It was an impressive sort of 
fortress image of church.  Well, Gary went on to become the President and Dean of 
an Episcopal Seminary and later, the Dean of the National Cathedral.  And he had 
and still does possess a wonderful sense of humor that I suppose is essential for the 
positions he has held in the church.    
 
I remember sitting with Gary and my other colleagues discussing the gospel we have 
before us this morning.  It was during that discussion that he revealed his college 
dream of becoming a stand up comedian.  In truth, I could see that possibility.  A dry, 
lightening quick wit was always at the ready in every conversation I had engaged in 
with him.   
 
Well, this particular morning, Gary said,  “You know, this gospel of the Good 
Samaritan is something like the structure of a good joke.  You know the joke…  a 
priest, a minister and a Rabbi go into a bar…    or a priest, a minister and a rabbi are 
playing golf…   a Catholic, a Baptist, and an Episcopalian are in a boat…   You get the 
idea.”    
 
This morning we have a priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan walking down the road…   
one of the best known of Jesus’ parables.  And Jesus’ parables often work the same 
way as a good joke.  Just as you think you know what God is up to, something very 
different, often totally unanticipated unfolds before your very eyes. 
These three characters are pretty interesting, in and of themselves.  The Levite is a 
professional, trained in the interpretation of Scripture.  The Priest is the 
professional who presides at sacred rituals.  And the Samaritan, as you well know, is 
a foreigner, whose status is not much higher than a leper in the time of Jesus.  Well, 
these three are travelling down a road and they see a man lying in the middle of the 
road.   
 



The priest crosses to the other side and the Levite does the same.  The Samaritan 
stops, attends to the wounds of the man lying in the road, takes him to an inn, and 
provides financially for him until he heals.   
 
It is the outsider who does the right thing when confronted by an actual suffering 
person.  The two religious professionals act as if they never heard of the Hebrew 
Scriptures admonishing them to care for the suffering, the poor, the widow, and 
orphan.  The Samaritan who has the wrong pedigree and wrong religious identity is 
in fact the only one we would describe as having acted as a follower of Jesus.   
 
Jesus concludes by asking the question, “which one of these is the neighbor to the 
man who fell into the hands of robbers?”  And it is precisely the concluding question 
that has provided generations of scripture scholars and preachers with material.  
Most preachers and scholars talk about this story as if it is essentially about the 
choices made by the three people walking on the road.  I confess that I, myself, have 
preached that sermon more than a few times.  Yet I don’t think that Jesus only wants 
us to think about those three passers-by.   
 
What if, just what if Jesus wants us to think about the person lying in the road?  Now, 
just like the priest and the Levite, most of us don’t want to get too close to the 
person in the road let alone consider the possibility that you or I could be that 
person in the middle of the road.   
 
How many times, even lately, have you diverted your eyes away from someone you 
would prefer not to notice, let alone recognize their need, or God help us, feel 
compelled to respond?  We will do almost anything to make this parable an ethical 
dilemma so that we can avoid contemplating not only someone’s else’s desperate 
need but also to deny the truth of our own needs-  what it means to be sick, lying 
helpless, or near death.  We want to think about ourselves as people in control, as 
men and women with multiple options and freedom to make any number of choices.  
Our being in control, and our having all those options is, at best, a temporary 
condition.  As an infant, a child, an aged person, seriously ill, you are not in control.  
Incapacitated, depressed, lost, alone, we don’t feel as if we have any options.  And 
none of us wants to think of ourselves that way for very long.  We want to live our 
lives confident that we will always be in the driver’s seat.   
 
You and I know deep down under such denial that the nature of the human 
condition is that we are mostly not in control at all.  How hard it is for us to screw up 
enough courage to admit our vulnerabilities, our weaknesses, our limits, natural or 
self-imposed.  And I know for myself, what difference it has made in my life when I 
have shared the depression, the helplessness I felt, the confusion or the desperation 
I have experienced, feeling just like that person lying in the road before us today.   
 
When was the last time you gave yourself permission to remember a situation in 
your life when you or someone you desperately loved was, metaphorically, the one 
lying in the road in the gospel story?  



 
How much easier it is for us when confronted with this familiar parable of Jesus to 
shift our focus to the ones who can do something about it and turn away from the 
one who is totally dependent on the kindness of strangers? 
 
What if, instead, we listen, really listen to this parable with ears and heart, a spirit 
and faith willing to be vulnerable?  After all, Jesus begins his response to the lawyer 
with these words, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into 
the hands of robbers…”   
 
As uncomfortable as this makes us, this person, the man lying in the middle of the 
road is the main character in this gospel narrative.  So, we should stop, if only for a 
nervous minute or two, we should stop racing to the doing something knee jerk 
reaction we have always had, and think about the person lying in the middle of the 
road.  Are you with me?   
 
So, just who is this person?  Well, I have two thoughts about who he might be and 
perhaps what this gospel is about.   
 
Thought One: 
 
The person lying in the middle of the road is really you or me.  Now let me confess 
that I don’t like considering that possibility at all, as one lying helpless in the middle 
of the road.  And I certainly don’t wish to place anyone I love in that position, either.    
 
Me, helpless?  Totally dependent?  You may be inclined at this moment to begin 
thinking about what you are going to do after church ends?  Or you may be fiddling 
around in your seat, looking at your watch wishing I would just say “Amen” and end 
this foolishness.   
 
Well, I could but I’m not going to do that…just not yet, anyway.  So, the first truth 
about this is despite all the many illusions about ourselves, all of us are vulnerable, 
all of us are fragile creatures, no matter how affluent, no matter how accomplished, 
no matter how healthy, how comfortable …   each of us is potentially that person 
lying in the road.  An illness, the loss of a job, the loss of relationship, the death of a 
loved one, even taking the wrong side in an argument, any one of these events can 
land us in that place.   
 
Most of us get through life keeping our own vulnerability at bay, keeping our 
distance from people who remind us that we, too, might land up with a diagnosis of 
mental illness, or sitting among others in a chair during a chemo infusion, or in 
prison, or on the streets.   
 
Therefore, thought one:  Jesus is directing us to pay attention to the person on the 
road precisely because that could be us at any given moment even though we have 
made the best choices to protect ourselves from such helplessness.   



 
Why is Jesus asking us to stop and pay attention to the man lying in the road?  I 
believe it is precisely because Jesus himself knew that Calvary was just around the 
corner and it was partly that awareness that opened him up to the sick, the unclean, 
the bereaved, the outcast, the lost.   
 
Jesus is reminding us, especially those like me who really struggle to consider all my 
options so that I make the best choices to control an outcome…   Jesus is reminding 
anyone like me that it is only when you respond to your own vulnerability, can you 
respond authentically to the vulnerability of others.   
 
Thought two: 
 
Just as the one lying in the road is vulnerable, so also is that person loved.   
 
If our hard fought individualism prevents us from seeing our fragility, so also does it 
keep us from grasping our real worth, our belovedness before our Creator God.  
 
We live in a culture of capitalism that equates self worth with purchasing power.  
Thanks be to God, there are those among us who know differently, who see the one 
lying in the road as beloved, who see her value; who know that net worth has 
nothing to do with self worth just like the Good Samaritan, who sees, cares, and acts.   
 
The Good Samaritan is a parabolic stand-in for God.  If you want to know who we 
are like, look to the one lying in the road.  If you want to know what God is like, look 
to the Good Samaritan.   
 
This story asks that you see yourself as you really are; that you love yourself as you 
really are.  You have real, ultimate worth in the eyes of your Creator.   
 
You do not have to be healthy, or powerful, or successful in the eyes of the world to 
be loved.  There is Someone (capitol S) who knows and loves you just as you are.  
That One loves you always even especially when you are lonely, broken, and lost.   
 
There is Someone who is here even now, as we prepare to gather around this sacred 
table.  That is the One who calls us here, who invites us.  Who nourishes us and 
strengthens us for the journey we take all along the various roads we travel.  That 
One loves us all.  That is the gospel truth.  And that, my friends, is no joke. 
 
Amen.    
 
 
*Thank you, Gary, after all these years later, for your wisdom, your words, and your 
wit! 


