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I wouldn’t have been on that road from Jerusalem to Jericho at all, if family business had not required it.  I had no illusions about its dangers.  A highwayman couldn’t ask for a better work environment if he had it tailor made!  The road runs along the floor of a steep, rocky gorge.  Thus, there is no escape for a traveler under threat but to go straight ahead or else back from where he came…  And the brigands have plenty of lovely crevices in the rocks above the narrow road where they can conceal themselves and then literally drop onto the unsuspecting wayfarer below.  Believe me – I know, firsthand!


The other problem with the road to Jericho, for a pious Jew like myself, is that it passes through Samaria.  Those people, we are taught, are worse than real heathens.  They are heretics – false Jews – who share our Scriptures but misinterpret them.  They even had the nerve to build a second Temple on Mount Gerizim, effectively declaring religious war on the real Judaism which we practice in Jerusalem.  I’d rather die than have anything to do with those blasphemous Samaritans.  Or so I used to think, anyway.


It was early morning when it happened.  I had set out before sunrise, hoping to complete most of the journey before the heat of the day became unbearable.  There were four of them; and they were very good at what they did.  One minute, I was plodding along on my donkey’s back, rocking rhythmically side to side.  Not having had a full night’s sleep, I was bobbing and weaving, trying not to doze off in the cool early morning quiet.  


Then, pow!  With no warning, a crushing weight landed on me and I found myself lying on the ground, unable to move or even to breathe.  They were wearing hoods and scarves, so I couldn’t see their faces.  The two who had landed on me pinned my arms and legs to the ground.  A third took charge of my donkey, and of the saddle packs which held all my possessions.  The fourth held a hand over my mouth and used the other hand to deftly cut my purse strings with a razor-sharp knife.  He remained surprisingly calm.  As if talking to a child, he warned me that if I were smart, I would keep quiet and make no resistance.  

I suppose, in hindsight, that it must have been the adrenaline.  Anyway, I nodded my agreement that I would not scream; and then, as soon as he took his hand away from my mouth, I screamed bloody murder and wrestled to free myself.  The robbers rallied quickly and soon had me completely immobilized again.  The one who had gagged recovered my mouth and nose, making it hard for me to breathe.  His eyes narrowed and grew icy cold, and he said quietly, “That was a very bad choice, my friend.  Now we have to make sure that you can’t run for help.”

As the other two knelt painfully on my arms and legs, he used the knife to slit my clothing and strip me bare.  And then, methodically, with no apparent feeling, he began to beat me.  Soon enough, several teeth were loose, my nose was broken, and my eyes were beginning to swell shut.  I groaned to my tormentor that I had learned my lesson; but he simply began systematically to kick and stomp the rest of my body.  By the time he finished, my whole world was reduced to pain; and the slightest movement made for instant agony.  The brigands rolled me roughly into the drainage ditch, and I passed out.

I awoke again and managed to turn my head very slowly so I could see the road.  The midday desert sun was brutal and unrelenting, and the torn remnants of my clothes were gone with my assailants.  My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth, and I would have promised all I had ever owned for a mouthful of water from a wineskin.  When I heard footfalls in the distance, I was torn between panic and hope.  Then I saw that the passerby was a Temple priest; and for just one fleeting moment, I imagined that I was saved.  I tried to cry out, but I couldn’t manage much more than a moan and a rasp.  I could see, however, as the priest darted his eyes at me, then quickly looked away and sped up his pace.  

Much later, I awoke to the sound of footsteps again.  It was a Levite this time, and I summoned every ounce of strength and willpower to stretch out an arm to him for help; but he only shuddered and hastened away as fast as his feet could carry him.  “I’m going to die here,” I thought; and the idea was a surprising comfort to me, only because it meant that the pain and thirst would stop.  I drifted in and out of consciousness.  I imagined some future traveler finding my shrunken, desiccated corpse, lying by the roadside like some monstrous raisin or dried fig.


When I next forced my swollen eyes to open and willed them to focus, it was late afternoon.  The day was still hot, but the fierce midday sun had gone.  I had acquired a new comrade – middle-aged, and to judge by his well-worn and patched clothing, none too prosperous.  Still, his face was kind; and being too weak and hurt to speak or resist, I had no choice but to submit and observe.  I was shocked to realize that this stranger had interrupted his own journey to risk an extended stop along this treacherous road; and he now had me propped up against his chest, supporting me in a half-seated posture.  He had torn the sleeves off his own caftan and had used one to cover my nakedness.  Now he was wetting the other sleeve with his own precious drinking water and using it to wash me.  This he did very gently, dabbing at the dust and the blood.  


All the while, he hummed and chattered softly to himself, presumably unaware that I could hear.  “Poor fellow,” he was saying.  “Not your day at all, was it?  Lucky for you that I came along when I did, eh?  Here, we need to get you cleaned up so you can travel.  You may be left with a few scars to remember this day by; but don’t you worry, we’ll get you patched up right enough.  And what I can’t do, surely the Lord God of heaven and earth can.  So Lord, please do be merciful to my new friend here.  I realize, of course, that he may be a Jerusalemite Jew.  But he is also a man, is he not?  And so, he is one of your children!  And does that not make him a brother to me?”

Inside, my mind was racing, my thoughts confounded.  I could tell, from his accent, and from the glimpse I had had of his clothing, that he was one of them – a Samaritan.  How often in my life had I said, smugly, unthinkingly, “I’d rather die than associate with one of them!”?  After all, I had been taught since childhood that we, the righteous Jews, were right and that “they” were wrong.  Their false Temple on Mount Gerizim was supposed to be an abomination against God.  Yet here I was in my hour of greatest need, utterly unable to help myself, and being cared for with generosity and tenderness by this Samaritan.  


I understood well enough the human fear which had caused the priest and Levite to hurry on their way.  More importantly, I understood their religious reasons.  Had they touched my blood, they would have been rendered unclean, thus needing a purification ritual before they could return to work or to family.  So under the Law, technically, neither of them did wrong by ignoring my plight.  

Yet for some reason, I kept thinking of the 58th chapter of the prophet Isaiah, where the Lord God says: “This…is the fasting that I wish: releasing those bound unjustly, untying the thongs of the yoke; setting free the oppressed, breaking every yoke; sharing your bread with the hungry, sheltering the oppressed and the homeless; clothing the naked when you see them, and not turning your back on your own.”  


Having bathed my wounds with oil and wine, my benefactor wrapped me in his donkey’s saddle blanket – I was shivering now, from shock – and he tore strips from his burnoose to bandage me.  He then cradled me onto the donkey and proceeded to walk alongside steadying me until he reached an inn.  Without hesitation, he paid the innkeeper generously, asking him to look after me.  “And if the money runs out?” grumbled the skeptical hosteller.  “I come through here every week or two,” said the man I began to think of as “my” Samaritan.  “Keep a running tab.  You know that I’m good for it…”  I could feel my eyes fill with tears at his generosity, although I was too weak even to thank him.  And being safe at last in a soft, clean bed, I promptly succumbed to exhaustion and fell into a deep, healing sleep.

I never did see “my” Samaritan again; but I will obviously never forget him.  As you can see, I am more or less back in one piece, thanks to him.  My inner self, however, has been permanently changed – and I count that a good thing.  I continue to wonder: can it really have been pleasing to God for his servants, the priest and the Levite, to ignore my plight and leave me there to die?  And I wonder, too: how offensive can “my” Samaritan have been to God – let alone to me – when he was willing to risk his own life and give freely of his time and property to care for me, his so-called “enemy”?  

So what have I learned?  For one thing, as the Lord God once reminded us through the prophet Isaiah, our thoughts are not God’s thoughts, nor are God’s ways our ways.  I believe that it was God, and none other, who in his infinite mercy sent me a Samaritan savior in my hour of need.  His reasons for this startling choice are for him to know; I have only to thank God for stooping down to rescue me.  

I have also learned, as Moses once reminded our ancestors, that the real essence of God’s Law is not to be sought “up in the sky” or far “across the sea.”  Rather, it is “something very near” to us, something “already in [our] mouths and in [our] hearts.”  And my heart knows beyond all doubting that “my” Samaritan – my good Samaritan – must be a beloved child of God whose service is pleasing to God.  That is why, these days, I have much less regard than I once did for what priests or Levites say or do.  Instead, I keep measuring my own attitudes and actions against those of “my” Samaritan…  my good Samaritan…
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