
Be One of God’s Oxymorons 

Read: Colossians 1:1-11; Luke 10:25-37 

 After all these years it finally dawned on me where all those tired clergy 

jokes came from.  You know the ones: a minister, a priest, and a rabbi went into a 

bar; a Methodist, a Presbyterian, and a Baptist went fishing; a Pentecostal, a 

Seventh Day Adventist, and a Jehovah’s Witness met St. Peter at the pearly gates; 

and so on and so on, stifle a yawn.  

Now I come to find out that Jesus himself got the whole genre going by 

telling some lawyer a story about a priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan and how they 

dealt with a severely wounded man, lying in a ditch, near death after being 

beaten and robbed along the notoriously treacherous road stretching from 

Jerusalem down to Jericho. 

We’ll get to that story and its point in a minute but first let’s look at the 

encounter that provoked it.  We are told that a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. 

Have you ever noticed that everyone who had that as their agenda, to put Jesus 

to the test, ended up being examined themselves? Let this be a warning to all 

those who say that when they die they’re going to march up to the throne of God 

and demand some answers for their grievances about what happened to them 

down here.  

 To the lawyer, Jesus was a man already under suspicion.  Lawyers are most 

at home inside the law.  To some lawyers, the law isn’t so much about justice as it 

is a rules game in which the shrewdest players win.  As a lawyer he knew he 

would surely be more sophisticated than this country bumpkin Rabbi from 

Nazareth.  Maybe he’d heard rumors that Jesus played fast and loose with the 

Law of Moses, doing deeds of kindness and healing on the Sabbath and letting his 

hungry disciples pick grain on the Sabbath. This lawyer set out to decide whether 

Jesus was orthodox enough, informed enough, faithful enough to the law.  He set 

himself up as both prosecutor and judge.  He probably viewed Jesus as low 

hanging fruit to be easily picked and put in his place. 



So, like a skilled prosecutor, he played the religious moron, asking a most 

basic and ultimately the most important question: “What must I do to inherit 

eternal life?”  Lawyers then and now are taught never to ask a question to which 

they don’t know the answer. And you can be sure he was confident that he 

already knew the answer.  And sure enough, when Jesus turned the question back 

on him, he did know the answer: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; 

and your neighbor as yourself.”  Then Jesus graded his exam: he scored an “E” for 

excellent! Great answer; you are correct!  Jesus might have said, though the Bible 

does not say that he did, (I’m just making this part up), “Now that we have your 

concerns about my faithfulness to the law resolved, let’s move on.  Oh, and by the 

way, in answer to your question, just do what the law says to do, and you will 

live.”  

We have before us a man who still did not want to believe in Jesus, one 

who was sensing that he’d gone from being the prosecutor to the defendant, that 

he had lost the upper hand in the trial and who wanted to try to get it back.  In 

addition he was haunted, as are all who want to be assured they are okay in God’s 

sight by adherence to religious rules and regulations, that perhaps he didn’t quite 

measure up.  Maybe he felt that with Jesus’ advice he was being judged.  He 

wanted to justify himself.  He now felt the need to reassure himself that 

spiritually he was standing on firm ground. 

We Christians have long ago given up hope of doing that for ourselves; 

we’ve gone from being morons who try to save ourselves to “oxymorons,” people 

for whom salvation makes no rational sense.  An oxymoron couples two things 

which don’t belong together, like jumbo shrimp, dull roar, or devout atheist.  If 

one makes sense, the other doesn’t.  We know we don’t deserve the grace that 

has been given but we gladly receive it anyway.  We know that grace is a scandal 

but it’s our scandal.  We know our sins have been covered by one great enough to 

get it done. We know that being found acceptable before a holy God is impossible 

but we believe that with God all things are possible.  Only God can effectively join 

sin and salvation in such a way that we come out alive. 



This man, being a lawyer, wanted to be sure that he had things covered 

spiritually according to the law.  Like the Nike Company that stole Jesus concise 

slogan, “Just Do It,” and has used it to sell shoes, so Jesus said, “Just do it and you 

will live.”  It was spiritual guidance plain and simple. But it planted the tiniest seed 

of uncertainty in the lawyer’s mind.  Just to be sure he didn’t get caught short 

with God, like all good lawyers, he had a loophole up his sleeve. But his loophole 

turned out to be his Achilles heel.  

“And who is my neighbor?” he asked.  The lawyer pulled out this question 

thinking to  lead Jesus off into endless moral speculation about who this 

imaginary neighbor could possibly be, whom was he responsible to love, and how 

might one evaluate and separate the worthy from the unworthy.  This could take 

hours and just maybe Jesus could be exposed as a fraud with an incorrect answer. 

Have you ever found yourself evaluating and categorizing human beings 

and passing judgment or at least throwing them into the barrel of suspects?  Have 

you ever heard the rumors that the apparent derelict holding a dirty cardboard 

sign asking for money for food or proclaiming homelessness is really just a 

professional hustler who has a nice townhouse in Society Hill?  What if every 

panhandler you’ve ever met is a hustler; what then?  Jesus doesn’t tell us to judge 

them or evaluate them; he tells us to actively love them.  

 I’ll confess that I’ve been more like the lawyer than Jesus on a humiliating 

number of occasions. Far too often I know what the law commands but I don’t 

know how to do it or I’m not willing to pay the price to obey it.  Do you now get a 

sense of how hemmed in this poor arrogant lawyer felt after just a few words 

with Jesus. 

Jesus then told him a deceptively simple story about how to find a real 

neighbor. A priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan were walking down a dangerous 

road.   

The job description for a priest in a nutshell is present God to people and 

people to God. Priests were expected to be theologically faithful to God as 

revealed in the Law and to be discerning about the quality of sacrifices offered to 



God.  They had a responsibility under the Law to judge between unclean and 

clean.  Both people and their sacrifices came under priestly scrutiny. They took it 

upon themselves to make sure the fence around the covenant between Israel and 

God was impenetrable, preserving purity and guarding holiness. 

The parables of Jesus are like subversive little time bombs that will explode 

in human awareness at just the right moment.  Jesus conveniently left out of this 

little story the identity of the battered and bloody victim lying in the ditch beside 

the road.  Was he a Jew or a Gentile, a sinner or a saint?  Was he worthy or not.  

Would he fit into the category as “my neighbor?” We are not told; neither was 

the lawyer.  

 In the story he is no more and no less than a fellow human being.  No other 

qualifications were provided.  The priest was confronted with a choice.  Should he 

get involved or should he pass by pretending not to see or telling himself it was 

not his responsibility. He didn’t want to risk becoming unclean.  He saw a way to 

escape and he took it.  He kept his distance and kept on going.  Have you ever 

caught yourself keeping your distance and kept on going?  I certainly have. 

Then there was the Levite, which we might translate as the super-duper 

religious person.  He was the student of scripture who knew all the right formulas.  

He was the doctor of dogma.  He was one like so many of us who seemed to 

successfully sever right ideas from Christ-like behavior. He somehow missed the 

moral imperative enshrined in the right ideas, at least the parts that spoke of 

God’s passionate concern for the poor and the needy, the widow and the orphan, 

and all the assortment of outcasts of which the world is so full.  So he did what 

many a religious person does; he walked on by, smug in his right thinking and 

guilty in his inadequate response. 

Nobody reading this story wants to identify with either the priest or the 

Levite.  Their hypocrisy is abundantly obvious.  At this point Jesus sharpens the 

blade to a keen edge by introducing a Samaritan.  At no point does Jesus identify 

him as “The Good Samaritan.”  That’s the title we’ve given to him in hindsight.  To 

a faithful Jew, especially this Jewish lawyer, he would be seen as a filthy, no good, 

rotten heretic who lived outside the covenant and would not even be worthy of 



honorable mention.  To say “good and Samaritan” in the same breath would be 

the ultimate oxymoron. 

 Apart from all religious and ethnic bigotry, the only thing we really know 

about him is what he did.  And of course that is the point and the crucial turning 

point in Jesus’ encounter with the lawyer who would test him, as well as religious 

and self-righteous people who would justify themselves.  This insight would later 

be canonized in the Letter of James who wrote “faith without works is dead.” 

To the lawyer and to us Jesus might have put it this way: Don’t go far and 

wide looking for a neighbor and don’t presume to take on God’s job of knowing 

what is inside a human heart.  The only neighbor you are sure to meet every day 

is your own self.  You be a neighbor.  You do what the Law requires.  You love 

your neighbor as you do yourself, and lo and behold, you will live. In a now long 

gone comic strip called Pogo, the furry little main character by that name 

pronounced in a memorable frame, “We have met the enemy and he is us.”  If 

you try to fake Jesus out with a thinly veiled hypocrisy, saying one thing but never 

doing what you say, you’re going to have a problem relating to Jesus Christ.  Jesus 

demands that our relationship with him be conducted in Spirit and in Truth. 

To sum up what Jesus said in very terse fashion, don’t go looking for a 

neighbor; be one.  It’s that simple and that difficult too.  But to be a neighbor who 

loves the people you meet is the path to life.  This is the way; walk in it.  And 

when you stumble and fall as all of us do and will, be honest.  Confess your sins 

and Christ will forgive you, raise you up, bind up your skinned knees, and bid you 

continue on with him. 

What a different world it would be if every Christian took it upon 

themselves to be a blessing to someone in their life.  What if each of us awoke 

each day and asked ourselves, “Whom can I bless today?”  Then maybe we could 

become more ambitious adding “this week”, “this month”, even “this year.”  We 

might use the standard of the longer the time frame, the bigger the blessing.  We 

would fill our world with some very grateful people if we would simply take it 

upon ourselves to become neighbors who bless others wherever we go.  It’s 

worth a try.  


