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Sermon – May 15, 2011 

“Unacceptable Grace” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   Luke 10:25-37  

 

Prayer of Preparation: 

We give you thanks, O God, for ancient, living stories.  Through these stories, 

you nurture our imaginations, touch our feelings, increase our awareness, and 

challenge our assumptions.  Bless the words I speak and open our hearts to the 

power of your Spirit as we listen and take into our lives, your living word.  

Amen.  

 

    

   I love to listen to a good story-teller!  You know, the one who invites us into 

story through the characters, creates space for us, lets us dwell in the story, walk 

around in it, and find those places in it to call our own.  A good story will confront 

us with ourselves without oppressing us or judging us.  A really good story inspires 

us without manipulation.  A good story invites us to an encounter, a dialogue, a 

mutual sharing.  I can’t remember the punch line of a joke; but, I can remember a 

good story for a long time.  One of my cousins is collecting stories of my 

grandparents right now and invited all of us in the family to share something about 

Grandpa Ray and Grandma Emma Drake who began their lives together 

homesteading in Eastern Oregon.   

 

All the great spiritual/religious teachers were good story-tellers.  Native 

Americans are story-tellers—including all of creation in their stories—rich stories 

of about the web of life and creation.  Elie Wiesel said, “God made humans 

because God loves stories.”   

 

The story read today is one engrained into our culture.  We know instantly, 

even if we didn’t grow up in the church what it means to be a “Good Samaritan.”  

It is part of our common language--being a Good Samaritan is about helping others 

in need. 
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We know the story well, too well, maybe, to learn anything new from it.  As I 

said last week, the story was delivered as an answer to a lawyer’s question, 

intended to test Jesus.  His first question was about gaining eternal life.  Jesus, 

being a good coach, knew the lawyer already had the answer, so he gave the 

question back to the lawyer.  The lawyer answered correctly with the Great 

Commandment--love God, self, and neighbor.  And Jesus said, “Correct answer, 

do it and live.” 

 

Now being a lawyer, the next logical question he prepared for Jesus was to ask 

for a definition of neighbor.  Such a discussion just may go on for a long time on 

an academic level.  So Jesus made a shift—rather than getting into definitions and 

debate, he told a story.   

 

Once upon a time there was a man going down from Jerusalem to Jericho.  

Everyone listening to the story knew this was not a safe road to go down.  And 

sure enough, the man was attached, robbed, and left half dead in the ditch.  Three 

people came upon the man dying in the ditch, a priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan.  

Which one would you want to help you, if you were dying in the ditch?  Two pass 

by, and for reasons of their own—religious reasons perhaps, there is a lot of 

discussion out there about why those two more acceptable helpers passed by, 

religious people, not willing to stop, reach out, and touch someone.  And then 

along came the Samaritan, clearly a very good human being because he saw the 

battered, dying man, put him on his donkey, took him to the nearest inn, nursed 

him through the night, and made provision for his care as long as might be 

necessary.   

 

It is easy to see the point of the story.  I am sure the lawyer got it as did 

everyone else listening.  Jesus wanted him to know that he was a neighbor to the 

whole human race.  It doesn’t matter whether we know the other person, or 

whether his race or her style of life is like our own.  It doesn’t matter whether the 

person appeals to us or repulses us.  Because someone is human, he or she is our 

neighbor.  That’s the point of the story, at least one of them. 

 

So, we come away from the story focusing on the Samaritan, who was 

transformed in people’s eyes from being a despised person to being a good 

person—the Good Samaritan—two words that were never thought of as being put 

together by anyone who was Jewish. 

 

Now, Jesus didn’t say much about who the man in the ditch was, but there 

really is no doubt about it; it’s assumed in the story.  The man in the ditch was a 

Jew, a Jew in trouble who was ignored by his fellow Jews, who most easily filled 

the definition of neighbor.  The Jew in the ditch was helped by a Samaritan, 
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someone who never would be thought of as a neighbor.  The question I have is: 

how did he feel about being pulled out of the ditch by a despised enemy?  In his 

hour of deepest need, at a moment of life and death, it was the one he despised who 

cleaned his wounds, bound the hurt places, lifted him to his donkey, and carefully 

escorted him along the rugged, dangerous road to a safe place.  How did he feel?  

Was he grateful?  I wonder about that.   

 

Have you ever made a suggestion to a friend or relative to just go talk to a 

certain difficult person and work it out and that person’s response has been 

something like, “I’d rather die than talk to that person!”  Now, I know this is an 

expression.  But the message is clear—relationship is totally out of the question.  

That person is clearly not considered a neighbor. 

 

So, I can imagine the man in the ditch whispering a complaint to God, “It’s 

good of you to answer my call for help; but couldn’t you have sent me a nice 

Jewish man?”  And of course, God’s answer would have been, “I did!  And they 

walk right past you, moving to the other side of the road.  So, I sent a Samaritan.”  

And the man in the ditch, still probably said, “But why a Samaritan, anyone but a 

Samaritan!” 

 

Isn’t that the way God works with us?  As soon as we harbor ill feelings against 

some ethnic, racial, class, or political group of people, God places them in our lives 

in a way that touches us and moves us and opens us up—it’s a strange and 

disturbing thing.  It’s as if  

God is telling us not to cling to our convictions, our beliefs, our prejudices, 

whatever it is that limits our world view.   

 

My prejudice is with people who are very rigid, close-minded, intolerant, with a 

mission to save my soul, because in their opinion, I need saving.  So guess who 

shows up in my life regularly.  Right, people just like that.  When I was a graduate 

teaching fellow, one of my volleyball students was very religious, an excellent 

student, and I thought he would be just as excited as I was about being called into 

the ministry.  Instead, he got very serious and asked me “Have you read the Bible, 

Gwen?  Have you read Timothy?”  And of course, I had no idea what he was 

talking about until I went home and read that women were not to have authority 

over men.  So, I went to seminary anyway.   God also placed Louise in my life at 

Jason Lee United Methodist Church who had something to say to me after nearly 

every sermon, who served me tea in her home to tell me what the Bible said and 

give me advice whether I wanted it or not.  I heard a few years later that Louise 

would tell the pastors who followed me that I visited her once a week.  Let me tell 

you, I did not visit her every week, not even close.  But to her, it seemed that way 

because we had a relationship that transcended our theological differences.  She is 

gone now, but I will never forget her.  She continues to remind me that I am to 
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love these neighbors as well.  The Good Samaritan story is not good news to our 

preferences and our prejudices. 

 

I confess, I am not there yet.  I have a feeling God, through this next 

appointment, is going to be giving me many more challenges where I will be 

receiving “unacceptable” grace, grace from places and people I would just as soon 

avoid.  I am going to be challenged in ways I have avoided all my life, I’m sure.  

And what I pray for, more than anything, is I will be open to learning, even from 

“unacceptable” circumstances and people.  Because the definition of 

“unacceptable” is from my perspective, that’s my prejudice, that’s my limitation.  

God speaks through whatever means God wills—we are the ones who limit God’s 

voice in today’s world.   

 

A question was raised at Pastor’s School this last week about who our neigbors 

are. Does neighbor extend beyond our human relationships and into all of creation.  

Are we not here to care for all of life and our planet because all of creation is inter-

related?  Who is our neighbor?  From whom will we receive grace and tender 

loving care when we hurting?  What if it is our planet Earth lying half dead in the 

ditch and we humans are the ones letting it die, ignoring all the signs of its 

suffering, relying on our religion to take care of us or believing that it’s not really 

that bad, or the earth can take care of itself?  Who are we in this story? 

 

So, Jesus asked the Jewish lawyer, who was a neighbor to the one lying in the 

ditch?  And the lawyer answered, the one who showed him mercy.  And Jesus said, 

“Go and do likewise, and you will live, you will have the eternal life you asked 

about.”  End of the story.  What follows that story in Luke is Jesus stopping at the 

home of Mary and Martha.  Did the lawyer get it?  We don’t know.   

 

I wrote a story about the lawyer several years ago about what might have 

happened right after he heard this story.  It was a sad story about him stumbling 

into a community of outcasts and being repulsed and refusing a piece of bread 

from a little homeless girl who thought he looked hungry.  He didn’t get it, in my 

story.  I think the more relevant question is do we get it?  Do we get it that we have 

a God who is working through all of creation, giving us grace all the time, whether 

we notice it, ignore it, or even want it. 

 

I think we are all of the characters in the story.  We are the one willing to help.  

We are the wounded one in the ditch.  And we sometimes are the one who walks 

on by to the next thing, ignoring, avoiding what is right in front of us.  The original 

question was, what must I do to gain eternal life?  The answer is in the story and 

we each may come out of the story with a different answer.  Today, my answer is, 

be present to what is going on right now, and don’t pass through this time of 
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transition worrying so much about the future or fretting about what I didn’t get 

done yesterday.  Life is what happens right now, right in front of me. 

 

The most vulnerable person in the parable received a gift of life from an 

unacceptable person in his world.  That’s what God does.  God shakes us up, 

disturbs us out of our assumptions and prejudices and gives us grace.  The Good 

Samaritan isn’t about helping every vulnerable, needy person we see.  It’s about 

waking up and paying attention and doing the best we can right now.  God gives us 

grace all the time.   Sometimes we miss it.  Sometimes we avoid it.  And 

sometimes we embrace it—usually when we are vulnerable and open.  And it saves 

our life.  Eternal life is living in God’s grace right now—God’s amazing grace.   

 

Amen.    


