
Sermon 14 July 2014 
 
Honesty and compassion vs The Establishment. 
 
 Amos 7.7 to end  and Luke 10. 25-37. 
 
What do you think when you hear about “The establishment”? A group of self-seeking 
individuals in power, who will do anything to maintain their status; or those who are doing 
their best to maintain standards in public life? We have had two Bible readings about 
establishment figures. Will your views change over the next ten minutes? 
The reading from Amos helps to explain the parable of the Good Samaritan. You will recall 
that, after Solomon’s death, the ten powerful tribes in the north of the Promised Land broke 
away from Jerusalem and formed their own independent country.  Israel in the north had its 
capital in Samaria and a Royal priestly sanctuary at Bethel, where Amaziah, the priest in our 
reading, was based. Judah with only two tribes was a tiny remnant of a nation, centred on 
Jerusalem.  
The more powerful, Israel, became very rich, under its king, Jeroboam, formed an alliance 
with Syria, and was happy to worship foreign gods. The prophet Amos was a herdsman from 
Judah, who travelled to Israel to deliver his God-given message. He was appalled by the 
decadence, opulence, immorality and smug piety of a wealthy elite in Israel; An outsider 
against the establishment. It is hardly surprising that his message, that Israel had been 
measured against a plumb-line, had been found wanting and would face severe 
punishment, was unpopular. The professional, authorised priests in Bethel were appalled 
that an unpaid, unauthorised, herdsman from little Judah should come and tell them that 
they were doomed. 
 Amaziah, the chief priest, sent a complaint to the king and Amos is told to get packing and 
get back into his hole. Amos, however, stands his ground courageously, refuses to retract 
and tells Amaziah what a terrible fate awaits him. 
Amos was proved right. Honesty and courage triumphed. Both Syria and Israel were 
defeated by Assyria and its leaders carried off to exile. Those left behind intermarried, lost 
their cultural identity and Israel never became an independent nation again. It is for this 
reason that Samaritans were so despised by the true Jews. 
 Our Gospel reading contains one of the most famous and popular parables of Jesus. When 
aged about four, Thomas had a little booklet with the story he called “the fallen down man” 
and he loved reading it. It is so well-known that it is easy to miss something important. This 
happened to me when I did an on-line search for a commentary on the passage and the first 
one I read started “The lawyer asks what he must do to inherit eternal life and Jesus replies 
with his summary of the law “you shall love the Lord your God....”   The summary is referred 
to in our liturgy as “The Lord’s summary of the law” and this is how I read the passage, but 
on this occasion, both the commentator and I are wrong! Who actually summarised the 
law? Yes, the lawyer. Now, to be fair, there are two bible passages where Jesus, himself, is 
reported as summarising the law, using the exact same passages.  
The summary comes from two separate Old Testament commandments, which have been 
combined. As a strict orthodox Jew, the lawyer would have carried around a little leather 
box containing a selection of scriptures that he probably knew by heart. He may have heard 
Jesus’s summary before and understood that Jesus had cleverly combined two 



commandments; alternatively, the combination was in common usage. Either way our 
lawyer knew that Jesus’s message was one of love for God and fellow humans.  
He must have been worried that the people would think that, if he knew the answer, by 
heart, why did he bother Jesus with the question? He tried to justify himself by asking “who 
is my neighbour?”. The question is not as simple as it sounds. There was a religious debate 
about the definition of “neighbour” in the commandment and some Rabbis sought to 
restrict its meaning to orthodox Jews only. Thus Samaritans and gentiles, living next door, 
would have been excluded from the commandment to love them. This is the context of 
Jesus’s parable in reply. 
This simple allegory is rich with a number of hidden lessons and it is worthwhile looking at 
the characters involved. 
The first is the traveller, himself. He had set out on a notoriously dangerous road. Many in 
our congregation, such as Brian, have been to Israel. They describe a steep and winding road 
descending 3,500 feet over a twenty mile stretch from Jerusalem to Jericho, with rocks, 
cliffs and gorges, and an occasional lush patch near a wadi. No doubt the inn in the story 
would have been close by. A road with hair-pin bends, threading its way through the 
unforgiving terrain, is a perfect location for an ambush on an unguarded traveller.  
In Jesus’s day people carrying valuables did not travel alone. The traveller was not only 
foolish, but was recklessly putting himself at risk, as well as anybody who stopped to help 
him. 
Then we have the priest. He sounds heartless, but we should have some sympathy for him. 
He did not dare go near the body because, if he touched a dead body he would be ritually 
unclean for seven days and he would not be able to perform his Temple duties. These 
obligations were more important to him than attending a dead man. If the man were not 
dead, on the other hand, he would be severely delayed and might get blood on his robes, 
again rendering him unclean. Better not to look! 
 Last week Malcolm preached on Jesus sending out the seventy. Jesus told them to 
concentrate on the job in hand and not dilly dally on the way. The traveller had only himself 
to blame. However, whilst the priest might have been concentrating on the job in hand, he 
did not show any love for a fellow human. 
The Levite is our third character. The Levites were old established, hereditary temple 
servants, singing psalms and carrying out maintenance. Their status would have been lower 
than a priest and they were ultra conservative, risk- averse and cautious. It appears, from 
our reading that he went a bit closer to the victim, but caution overtook him. There were 
many instances of bandits hiding behind rocks, waiting for a helper, who would then be 
attacked as he bent over the body. He was on his own, so it was far safer to hurry on and 
who could blame him? Again, safety and respectability were more important than showing 
love to others. 
Finally we have our Samaritan. As explained, Samaritans originally came from the Northern 
kingdom of Israel, that had been subsumed into Assyria. They had intermarried and were 
therefore not true Jews. The term “Samaritan” was used as an insult to describe anybody of 
doubtful character who was not a true Jew. Thus the listeners to the story would be 
suspecting the worst when the Samaritan turns up. How wrong they were! 
He was clearly a regular traveller on the road and would have known the dangers of 
stopping to help a wounded victim. However, this did not prevent him spending time, 
binding up the wounds and pouring in oil, to ease the pain, and wine, as an antiseptic. Most 
people would have thought they had done their duty had they scooped up the victim and 



dragged him away to safety, as soon as possible. Our Samaritan shows love, compassion and 
care, far beyond the call of duty. Not only that, but the inn-keeper was clearly prepared to 
trust him and give him credit if the money deposited was insufficient. 
How does the lawyer react to this gripping tale? When Jesus asks which of the three was a 
neighbour to the victim, our lawyer answers “The one who showed him mercy”. Not 
kindness or compassion or even love, but mercy. I looked up the definition of mercy. It is 
“Kind and compassionate treatment of an offender, enemy, prisoner or other person under 
one’s power who might deserve harsh treatment”. So the lawyer recognised that the 
traveller was to blame for being beaten and robbed and that the Samaritan knew he did not 
deserve compassion. 
 Now look at the parallel between Jesus dying on the cross for us and the actions of the 
Samaritan. Jesus knows we are at fault because of our foolish and reckless behaviour. The 
Samaritan knew that the traveller was reckless. Jesus showed love and compassion for his 
followers. The Samaritan did the same for the victim. Jesus went way beyond anything we 
can expect to save our lives. Whilst he did not actually die, the Samaritan put his life at risk 
to save another. 
At the start, I asked what we thought about establishment figures. By looking at the 
establishment figures in today’s stories, will our views change? 
Amaziah was on the King’s payroll and enjoyed his patronage. He was not going to risk his 
lifestyle by criticising the king, so he just panders to what the king wants to hear. Amos has 
the courage and honesty to tell the truth. Are we prepared to stand up for the truth when 
an official is clearly feathering his or her own nest? 
Which of the three characters on the road to Jericho, are we most like? Think about it! I 
have to confess that I concluded that if I was on the way to take a service, I probably would 
not stop. I would owe my responsibility to Sharon and the congregations of Gedding and 
Cockfield. After all, someone with more time would soon be on the scene. So, I would be 
like the priest and not even look at the body in case he was alive and I felt I must do 
something. 
I have less sympathy for the Levite. If he really did look at the body and see he was alive he 
should have done something. If he was scared of an ambush, he could have found a safe 
place to wait until some others arrived and combined with him to rescue the man. However 
I am not a worrier, and would not have been so cautious and frightened as others. 
Our third establishment figure is the lawyer. He originally wanted an answer to the question 
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?” When he correctly answers his own question with 
the summary of the law about loving God and neighbour, Jesus commends him and tells 
him, “Do this and you will live”. When he answers Jesus’s second question, at the end of the 
parable, he correctly answers that the neighbour is the one who shows mercy. Again Jesus 
replies “Go and do likewise”. The lawyer knew the answer in theory; he had heard how the 
Samaritan had shown love and compassion; he now had to put it into practice. Aren’t we all 
like that? 
We should remember this when we are being critical of someone in authority. 
 
 


