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I dedicate this book to those good Samaritans whose kind acts
—especially toward people with whom they might disagree—
have caused them to alter their thinking
and maybe even their theologies.

May our imaginations be renewed!
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Series Preface

In writing workshops, “touchstone texts” are high-quality writing
samples chosen to illustrate teaching points about compositional
techniques, genre conventions, and literary style. Touchstone texts
are models that continually repay close analysis. The Christian church
likewise possesses core scriptural texts to which it returns, again and
again, for illumination and guidance.

In this series, leading biblical scholars explore a selection of bibli-
cal touchstone texts from both the Old Testament and the New Testa-
ment. Individual volumes feature theological exposition. To exposit
a biblical text means to set forth the sense of the text in an insightful
and compelling fashion while remaining sensitive to its interpretive
challenges, potential misunderstandings, and practical difficulties. An
expository approach interprets the biblical text as a word of God to
the church and prioritizes its applicability for preaching, instruction,
and the life of faith. It maintains a focus primarily on the biblical
text in its received canonical form, rather than engaging in historical
reconstruction as an end in itself (whether of the events behind the
text or the text’s literary formation). It listens to individual texts in
concert with the rest of the biblical canon.

Each volume in this series seeks to articulate the plain sense of a
well-known biblical text by what Aquinas called “attending to the
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X Series Preface

way the words go” (salva litterae circumstantia). Careful exegesis
is pursued either phrase by phrase or section by section (depending
on the biblical text’s length and genre). Authors discuss exegetical,
theological, and pastoral concerns in combination rather than as
discrete moves or units. They offer constructive interpretations that
aim to transcend denominational boundaries. They consider the use
of these biblical texts in current church practice (including the lec-
tionary) as well as church history. The goal of the series is to model
expositional interpretation and thereby equip Christian pastors and
teachers to employ biblical texts knowledgeably and effectively within
an ecclesial setting.

Texts were chosen for inclusion partly in consultation with the
authors of the series. An effort was made to select texts that are repre-
sentative of various biblical genres and address different facets of the
Christian life (e.g., faith, blessing, morality, worship, prayer, mission,
hope). These touchstone texts are all widely used in homiletics and
catechesis. They are deserving of fresh expositions that enable them
to speak anew to the contemporary church and its leaders.

Stephen B. Chapman
Series Editor
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The Preamble

This short book is about one of Jesus’s most memorable parables, the
so-called parable of the good Samaritan. It is also a book about the
nature of interpretation: how different interpreters have engaged
the wisdom of this first-century Jewish teacher. It is not, however, a
step-by-step guide on the proper ways to understand ancient biblical
parables. Rather, it will provide descriptions of various engagements
with the parable and trust its readers to make their own interpretive
judgments about what works and what may not. Within these pages,
attention will be given to history, culture, linguistics, context, recon-
textualization, hermeneutics, ethics, and much more.

Many of these categories lie behind the (acknowledged and unac-
knowledged) assumptions interpreters make whenever they engage
the parables of Jesus, which are imaginative stories that come to
our age from a different time and place with their own cultural, reli-
gious, and sociopolitical assumptions about people, prejudices, and
power. But these assumptions also come to us through tradition; our
churches, our families, our communities have handed down insights
into these stories that travel alongside the accounts themselves. In-
terpretive forces and assumptions are at work when these multiple
worlds collide. The contemporary interpreter must decide whether
the necessary goal is to get the meaning right or to enjoy the journey
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2 The Good Samaritan

(although these are not necessarily mutually exclusive), hopefully
with conversation partners in a community of others longing for
and imagining a better world toward which we must work even in
our short lifetimes on planet Earth.

It would be fitting then, in light of the title of the book, to begin
with a retelling of Jesus’s great parable, which is recorded only in
Luke’s Gospel (chap. 10).

A lawyer approaches Jesus—who is in a celebratory mood (vv.
21-24)—to probe about a particular concern: eternal life. Readers
are aware that it is a test. Regardless, Jesus turns the question into a
discussion about Torah: “How do you read?” (v. 26). This is a game
two law interpreters know how to play well. Jesus acknowledges as
much: “You have given the right answer” (v. 28). Then the tension
in the story rises. According to Luke, the lawyer wants to “justify
himself,” so the game turns serious: “Who is my neighbor?” (v. 29).

To love a neighbor requires clarification because contexts, circum-
stances, relationships, laws, and a multiplicity of other factors have
bearing on how people might interact with others. Who the neighbor
might be was (and is) a good ethical and religious question. Jesus
answers with the parable.

The parable begins with a tragedy. An unnamed person is brutally
beaten, robbed, and left for dead. Three unnamed persons pass by
on that road. Each one is briefly identified: a priest, a Levite, and a
Samaritan. The first two make no effort to assist the traumatized
man. The third person stops and provides aid, including assistance
that will (eventually, so it seems) lead to his full recovery. Apparently,
the man’s “trauma” (Gk. traumata = “wounds”; v. 34) requires long-
term care. Explicitly, this stranger takes the brutalized person to seek
assistance from others and promises to pay for the full costs of his
care. The parable ends here.

Following the parable Jesus turns to the lawyer and asks the ul-
timate question: “Which of these three . . . was a neighbor?” (v. 36
NRSV). Apparently Jesus created his own test, this parable. The
lawyer passes the test with the correct answer: “The one who showed
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