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Of all the parables Jesus told, the Parable of the Good Samaritan

may be the most well-known.

In fact, I imagine that most people today would read the
religious/ethnic term “Samaritan” as a synonym for “helper” or

“good neighbor.”
Such is the power of Jesus’ transformative ministry!

When Jesus first had this exchange with the lawyer who inquired
what he must do to inherit eternal life—the lawyer who found
Jesus’ answer quoting the Shema from Deuteronomy about loving
God and the additional scripture from Leviticus about loving one’s
neighbor as yourself unsatisfying—the lawyer who pushed Jesus
further and asked “And who is my neighbor?”—back then,
Samaritan was a much more charged political term.

It would have been utterly shocking for a Jew of the time to hear
that a priest and Levite left a man for dead on the highway while a
notorious enemy—this Samaritan—behaves as a neighbor to the
vulnerable and injured Jewish traveler.

And in case you don’t believe me, you can almost hear the enmity
in the lawyer’s voice when Jesus asks him which of the three was a
neighbor to the one beset by robbers, and the lawyer can’t even
bring himself to utter the term Samaritan, opting instead for the
phrase “The one who showed him mercy.”
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As centuries have gone by, the very real and challenging cultural,
religious, and ethnic differences between Jews and Samaritans have
mostly been lost, to the point that the parable of the Good
Samaritan needs to be recast in our own cultural moment and
idiom in order to shock us into seeing the deeper point Jesus is
trying to make:

The lawyer’s question, “And who 1s my neighbor?” is a question
that seeks to define boundaries between who is worthy of care and
love and who is not—who is outside and who is inside—who is
“us” and who 1s “them.”

But Jesus has been working hard throughout the Gospel of Luke
to radically alter our sense of what constitutes community.

Remember this is the gospel in which Jesus proclaims to the
gathered multitude on the plain, “Love your enemies; do good to
those who hate you; bless those who curse you; pray for those who
mistreat you.”

And the Samaritan serves as the perfect example of a perceived
enemy transforming into a channel of God’s mercy while those
considered friends and family offer none to the man in need.

If the Christianity-in-name-only speaking loudly in the public
square about “upholding Christian values” was out trumpeting this
love of enemy and practicing this kind of expansive and merciful
sense of community, I would be less concerned about the direction
of our country.



But instead, we live in a country where a very vocal segment of
Christianity asks the lawyer’s question of “who is my neighbor”
and doubles down, choosing to further limit the boundaries of
who deserves care and mercy.

When the only ones we are willing to treat as neighbors are limited
to members of our preferred political party, those of our same
perceived social class, or those who look and speak the same as we
do, then we need to hear Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan
freshly and rethink our allegiances.

How might we hear the parable today if the man beaten by
robbers was a Proud Boy and then the Megachurch pastor and
Cabinet member passed by while an atheist trans woman showed
him mercy?

Or what if the man beaten was an undocumented Mexican, and
the Episcopal Bishop of California and a famous climate activist
walked on by while a Truth Social influencer picked him up and
cared for him?

Jesus is asking us to radically rethink how we are in relationship to
one another and how much those relationships characterize the
shape of our eternal relationship with God.

As followers of Jesus who seek to learn from the master and
incarnate his wisdom in our own lives, we are called to widen the
circle of those we consider worthy of our care, consideration, and
concern.

And to do so, we need lots of tangible practice—both on the
individual level, where we might be able to exercise more control,



and on the communal, corporate and institutional levels, where the
wider transformation Jesus calls us to can be born.

In talking with your rector, wardens and vestry this week at our
pre-visitation meeting, I was so encouraged by all the ways that St.
Bede’s 1s being a good neighbor as a church.

From support and space for 12 step groups, to relationships with
Stanford and Trinity School, to a host of outreach efforts in
Sharon Heights and beyond, St. Bede’s has so many avenues to
communicate our Christ-centered understanding of how to be a
good neighbor to others.

I encourage you to keep investing in such efforts as a church,
while digging deeper in the spiritual soil where the seeds of the
gospel take root within us and produce fruits of Spirit for the
healing of our world.

While such efforts require focus, perseverance, and a willingness to
have our lives converted by the demands of the Gospel—we do
not do the work alone nor do we witness these fruits without the
abundance of God’s grace undergirding our intentions.

Such efforts at being better neighbors to one another as
Episcopalians in the greater Bay Area, being better neighbors to
those outside our tradition, and being better neighbors to even
those we consider enemies, form the backbone of our strategic
plan that will guide our work as a diocese over the next 3 years.

As we strive to be more connected to one another as
congregations, as deaneries, and as a diocese—seeking to support
our myriad faithful efforts to live according to Jesus’ way— I hope



you know the importance of the ministry in which you are
engaged.

We live 1n a world where Jesus’ definition of neighborliness is
considered naive and weak.

We operate in a cultural context in which vast swaths of the
general population in our diocese regard Christianity as
hypocritical, judgmental, and harmful, if they regard it at all.

But we follow the One who showed us a new way to live and
revealed that his way had the power to remake empires, re-orient
time itself, AND resurrect our very souls.

As you live into the week ahead—and the many weeks and months
to come— I pray that God will grant you the grace to show mercy
to those who may not deserve it.

I pray that God will empower you to keep being a good neighbor
as St. Bede’s and open your eyes to new possibilities of partnership
that can build up life in Sharon Heights.

And I pray that we all, as the Diocese of California, can eventually
be known in our neighborhoods and throughout the Bay as people
who show mercy, who love fiercely, and who live the contours of
eternal life in the here and now.

Such a faithful witness would be truly transformative—for the
larger world and for our own souls.



