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LIKEWISE 
Ps. 82 / Luke 10:25-37 

 
Everybody who has attended church for a while is familiar with this parable in Luke’s gospel. We 
might be so familiar with the story that we forget Jesus’s question to the unnamed lawyer, “What is 
written? What do you read?” It’s a seemingly innocent question, but you and I know that no question 
Jesus ever put to anybody is a simple question. It comes in direct response to the lawyers’ inquiry, 
“Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus gets annoyed: “You know. You know what the 
Torah says about that.” And like a good pupil, the lawyer recites, “Yup, I know. Love God and 
neighbor. What I really want to know, though, is ‘Who is my neighbor?’” Now, Jesus is really 
annoyed, and so he tells the man a story. “This parable is for you!” And when Jesus tells a parable 
“just for you,” you really are in trouble. 

Jesus challenges the lawyer here to check his assumptions which he inherited from the tradition. And 
he challenges the man to also check his own interpretation of these assumptions. “What is written? 
What do you read?” The ball is now in his court—no pun intended. And as we are challenged by this 
text today, the ball is in our court as well. “What is written? And what do we read?”  

Martin Luther King Jr. pondered the meaning of this parable and came to this conclusion: “I am going 
to tell you what my imagination tells me,” in other words, Dr. King lets us know what he reads when 
he engages the parable. “It is possible that the [priest and the Levite]” were afraid. … And so the first 
question that [they] asked was: ‘If I stop and help this man, what will happen to me?’ … But then the 
Samaritan came by, and he reversed the question: ‘If I do not help this man, what will happen to 
him?’” Dr. King reframes the issue of the parable for us and I think he does for us what Jesus wanted 
the lawyer to realize as well. The fundamental issue of Jesus’s concern has nothing to do with the 
lawyer’s inquiry about eternal life. It has nothing to do with ritual purity, and nothing with “doing the 
right religious thing.” 

The issue Jesus is raising in this parable is also not concerned with “who is a good Jew,” i.e. the priest 
or the Levite, or “who is a bad Jew,” i.e. the enemy, the apostate, the Samarian. The issue is simply 
attending to a human person in dire need, no questions asked. The Samaritan, good or bad, tended to a 
dying person in a ditch, bandaged his wounds, took him to a safe place and put up his money for a 
stranger, just because it was the right thing to do. It’s what God in Jesus Christ did for us. It’s what 
Jesus wants you and me to do for others. “Go and do likewise.” This is what is written. Yet how do we 
read it? 

I don’t think we need to go far to find someone “lying in the ditch.” The needs in our world are more 
than obvious. Often, perhaps most of the time, they are overwhelming.  

People beaten down and in dire need of help are everywhere. They can be found held on the border in 
detention centers under detestable conditions, and they can be found on the streets in East St. Louis.  
They can be found being bullied at school, and they are being trolled on social media. They are being 



 
 

trafficked for sexual favors, or persecuted and killed because of their faith. They may be harassed at 
work, and also may be found in our families.  They might be found in Christ’s church as well.  
Perhaps it is even you or me being beaten down and in dire need for help. 

In 1946, at the first session of its General Assembly, the United Nations considered a draft document 
by an 18 member committee chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt in response to the atrocities committed in 
two previous world wars. In less than two years, this document would take final shape and become the 
cornerstone of international human rights law. Ratified on December 10, 1948, The Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights was established. Its Preamble begins by stating, 

“Whereas recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of 
the human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world, … .” 

And its first article reads: 

“All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and 
conscience and should act towards one another in brotherhood [1948 was not the year of inclusive 
language …].” 

The first article of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights reads like a secular version of Jesus’s 
love command. Both have as their bedrock foundation the unshakable conviction that each human 
being has dignity, and any violation of a person’s dignity is a grave violation with unforeseeable 
consequences. John Calvin, one of the spiritual ancestors of the Protestant Reformation, famously said 
that each person carried within a divine spark, regardless whether they knew or believed it.  

Donna Hicks, an associate at the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs at Harvard published a 
book in 2011 with the title, Dignity: Its Essential Role in Resolving Conflict. Along with Jesus and the 
UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights, she insists that the violation of human dignity is at the 
core of each human conflict, be it the conflict between nations or spouses, interest groups or families. 
Echoing Immanuel Kant’s “Categorical Imperative” that human never ought to be treated as a means 
to an end, she writes that human beings ought never to be used, or abused, for political or personal 
gains. Instead, “approach people as neither inferior nor superior to you. Give others the freedom to 
express their authentic selves without fear of being judged negatively. Assume each person has 
integrity.” 

Or, in Jesus’s words, do unto others as you would have them do unto you. In this way you fulfill the 
law and the prophets (Matthew 7:12; Luke 6:31).” 

The Samaritan in Luke’s parable did just that. He recognized the inherent dignity of the man lying in 
the ditch and he treated him just like he would want to be treated if he were the one in dire need of 
help. No questions asked. No judgments rendered. What we witness here is the most basic interaction 
between two human beings in which the dignity of each is upheld.  

If this parable speaks to the lawyer’s concern about eternal life at all, it flips the words of the Lord’s 
Prayer on their heads. What good is eternal life, if we refuse to do mercy to one another on earth? In 
the last instance, the lawyer recognizes this. And Jesus tells him, as he tells us: “Now go, and do 
likewise.” 

Rev. Dieter U. Heinzl, PhD 
Ladue Chapel Presbyterian Church (USA), St. Louis, MO 
July 14, 2019 


