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Sermon: LaVerne Church of  the Brethren, Feb 14, 2021 

The Politics of Salvation. (Luke 10: 25-37) 

Rev. Dr. Mitzi J. Smith 

 

Structures and systems of oppression will not self-destruct. The people 

who benefit most from them would rather destroy the state than create 

an equal and just society. Healing and reparation are not accomplished 

with a series good deeds, if the vulnerable still face those same systems 

and structure that allow them to be overlooked, unprotected, violated, 

and murdered. The spirit of Yahweh has anointed us to set the captives 

free, but of course we must be free ourselves. The Spirit of God, and of 

Jesus anoints us to be abolitionists in this life, but the politics of 

salvation often diverts us away from our anointing.  

 

At the center of our Scripture reading is the parable called “the good  

Samaritan”. The subtitles of biblical passages often arrest our 

hermeneutical gaze, paralyze our curiosity, and limit our creativity. The 

subtitles are hermeneutical moves that resist close reading and erect 
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literary or rhetorical borders and walls. Not one character in the parable 

is called good.  Human beings are complex. In our passage, an 

anonymous lawyer approaches Jesus addressing him as “teacher”. The 

lawyer stands up to interrogate Jesus. We can assume the lawyer is 

Jewish. I believe the author whom we call Luke was a Godfearer---a 

worshipper, admirer, devotee of the God of Israel, and a Gentile. The 

lawyer asks Jesus ‘What must I do to inherit eternal life.’ What 

interpretation will Jesus offer? Jesus had previously claimed that the 

Father had given all things over to him, including special revelation. For 

first born sons, prioritized male children, the inheritance is promised but 

they do not take possession until after the Father’s death. The question 

about eternal life signifies the Abrahamic promise or covenant between 

Father Abraham’s descendants and God, the promise of an eternal 

innumerable seed. Inheritance was the conundrum Paul had to resolve 

when Gentiles joined the Jesus movement. The word inheritance 

signifies gendered, racialized, hierarchal genealogies. Genealogies bear 

witness to legitimate relationships of inheritance.  In Luke’s genealogy 

of Jesus, there are no foreigners and no women.  Will Jesus’s 
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conversation with the lawyer affirm these politics of salvation? Like 

many good teachers Jesus insists that the lawyer draw upon his pre-

knowledge: What does the Torah say? “You shall love Yahweh your 

God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and all your strength, and 

with your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”  

 

Will Jesus affirm the politics of inheritance, the politics of salvation or 

will he offer a disruptive interpretive response, like Luke’s parable of 

the younger son who insisted on receiving an inheritance that defies the 

logics of genealogies—in this life, before his father dies, for selfish 

reasons, as if his older brother does not exist—he wants an inheritance--

now. On his way to Jerusalem, to die, Jesus will disrupt privilege and the 

status quo politics of inheritance, of salvation. 

 

Emancipated black peoples who survived enslavement took nothing with 

them into the hostile wilderness of the Union. To the state, they were 

nobody’s first born sons; their genealogies had been erased and 

inheritance denied. They were shoved into the cold world that racism 
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built on their backs empty-handed, without a pot to piss in. They 

received not even 40 acres and a mule for their hard labor. In order to 

live and not die some were forced to stay on plantations and work for 

little to nothing as sharecroppers—a new kind of slavery. Many were 

incarcerated for minor or trumped-up infractions of the law—anther kind 

of slavery.  Property ownership—upon which most white wealth is 

built—was denied black Americans or came at an extraordinarily high 

cost. Constant violent threats and assaults, rape, and the terror of 

lynching propelled a mass exodus away from the South. Black people 

migrating north to escape violence and death and to find jobs—our 

ancestors became domestic immigrants. Up north black people were met 

with racism in its many forms. When hard work and miracles of God, 

black people managed to gain too much property and wealth, white 

people burned their properties and communities to the ground, as in the 

1906 Atlanta race riot when whites attacked black residents; or the 1917 

St. Louis massacre when black stores, homes, and churches were looted 

and destroyed; or the 1919 Chicago race riots during which whites 

torched homes belonging to 1000 black families; In 1919, Washington 



 5 

DC had the largest and most prosperous black community in the 

nation—white ppl attacked black people; the police would not intervene. 

For the first time white fatalities outnumbered black fatalities; consider 

also the 1919 Knoxville TN race riot against black residents; in 1920 

whites burned about every structure in the black community of 

Rosewood, FL; consider the 1921 Tulsa massacre and destruction of 

black wall street; in the 1863 NY draft riot, white rioters destroyed black 

businesses and homes and I could go on. Black people could not attend 

most white educational institutions. Black people who managed to earn 

PhDs at historically black colleges were offered jobs as janitors or taught 

in black high schools. 

  

The ability the destroy black life and businesses at will without 

intervention was seen by many whites as an expression  sign of God’s 

favor toward them. We were not their neigbors. I’m talking about the 

politics of salvation. The politics of salvation is often marked by a 

hierarchical preoccupation with the afterlife or heaven; with prosperity 
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and maintaining one’s privilege place in this life as a sign of God’s 

blessing and grace in the here and now, despite the carnage all around.  

 

The lawyer presses on, asking Jesus “who is my neighbor.” In 

response Jesus shares a parable. The parable begins with a man who is 

robbed, assaulted and left for dead while traveling on the long road 

between Jerusalem and Jericho. We do not know the victimized man’s 

social class, ethnicity, or religion. He could have been a Godfearer like 

the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-40) or like the author we call Luke. He 

could be a Samaritan like the man who shows compassion for him, or 

Jewish like the men who avoid him. We know nothing about the moral 

character of the victimized man. We know that banditry—small and 

large scale--was a widespread problem in all parts of the Roman Empire. 

The Roman army or Emperor might only intervene in the case of large-

scale violence or raiding. Policing was left to the local villages that 

might do whatever they needed to do to survive. When violent conflicts 

between the rich and powerful landowners and peasants occurred, local 

government officials often assisted the dominant class. And peasants 
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were also left to solve disputes among themselves, sometimes resorting 

to banditry and other violence against one another to survive the corrupt 

system. When laws and public officials do not protect the vulnerable, 

they hope that compassionate individuals and organizations got out of 

their way to notice and act. The vulnerable, the weak, the marginalized, 

the subordinated are left unprotected by systems and structures that 

privilege a dominant race above another, the wealthy above the poor, 

and the powerful above the weak. Such structures and systems count on 

the oppressed devouring each other. And when they do they are 

pathologized and dehumanized. It is labeled “black on black crime.” 

 

We seldom humanize robbers and thieves; we do not care why they steal 

or whether oppressive structures and systems leave people desperate. 

Desperate people sometimes perform desperate and violent acts—not all 

of them and not always. Under California’s three strike law, Gregory 
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Taylor was imprisoned for 25 years to life for breaking into a homeless 

kitchen because he was hungry.1 Where is his Samaritan?  

Most nations that create and thrive on mass poverty also have 

constructed, abandoned, and isolated neighborhoods of marginalized 

peoples plagued with mass violence. Poor black and brown 

neighborhoods are no accident of nature, but they are the result of 

systemic and structural racism. 

 

Ancient Roman Society was structured in a way that favored the 

wealthy; Rome was a slave society in which wealth was concentrated in 

the top 1-2% of people with social status, cultural and political 

inheritances or legacies, and landowners who depended upon slaves and 

laborers to farm and maintain their land holdings and plantations. The 

masses were poor; where there is poverty and desperation there is 

violence. And violence keeps the poor from rising above their poverty in 

the one-third and two-thirds worlds. The powerful and privileged know 

 
1 Los Angeles Times, “Three Strikes Law: A Big Error,” https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2010-aug-19-la-
ed-taylor-20100819-story.html 
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this.  The violence that the powerful perpetrate against each other is 

often normalized, until it threatens the empire or the nation, until they 

attack the Capitol.  

 

The Samaritan man in Jesus’ parable is the first mention of a Samaritan 

since Jesus began his journey to Jerusalem (9:51). Later Jesus heals ten 

lepers who kept their distance from Jesus but called out for mercy 

(17:11-19). Demonstrating compassion, Jesus heals all ten without 

passing any judgment, without preconditions. Nine of the lepers must 

have been Jewish or Judeans, since the one who returned to thank Jesus 

is a Samaritan and a foreigner. Jesus, a Jewish man, held no hostility 

toward him as a Samaritan (despite a history of collective hostility 

between the two groups). He showed no hostility that made him hesitate 

or to refuse compassion and reparation—salvation is about facilitating 

wholeness in this life. The foreigner is neighbor and neighborly in our 

parable and in story of the ten lepers. 
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The Samaritan’s compassion moves him; it literally moves him. He 

donates his time, know-how, strength, current and future resource to 

cares for a stranger’s wounds with oil, wine, and bandages; lifts him 

onto his animal—it doesn’t appear that he has an extra animal for 

himself to ride—so he walks alongside the injured man, steadying him 

as they go, sacrificing his own comfort. He pays for his room and board 

for as long as he needs it to recover, and promises to pay the bill when 

he returns. He risks being the victim of bandits himself to help a 

victimized, damaged stranger. Some religious folk will stop for you on 

the side of the road and patch you up but never vote for you to have the 

same rights, access, and protections they enjoy. 

 

Jesus asks the lawyer who was neighbor to the man victimized by 

bandits, “Who was neighbor to the victim?”. The answer is, of course, 

the one who demonstrated compassion--- the Samaritan. To be moved 

with such self-loving love, one must desire to see, to know how people 

are suffering and oppressed, to education oneself. Disinterested 

dehumanizing distance and ignorance makes no demands, requires no 
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risks. Like God, like Jesus people who love God will draw near to the 

marginalized, oppressed, victimized, criminalized, incarcerated and 

“sinners and tax collectors”.  

If we cannot imagine a person or group of people as our immediate 

neighbors in this life, we likely don’t imagine them as our neighbors in 

heaven. Slave masters believed black people would live in their own 

neighborhoods if they made it to heaven. In Luke’s story of Lazarus and 

the rich man; the rich man eats sumptuously and ignores poor Lazarus 

who lays at his gates each day hoping for some water and food. But only 

the dogs show mercy, licking his wounds. The rich man dies, and to his 

surprise, his eternal rest is in Hades. His neighbors are not the same 

neighbors he had on earth. Lazarus died first; the poor and marginalized 

often do, like the black and brown people dying disproportionately of 

COVID, of environmental racism, cruel immigration policies, hunger, 

and gun violence. The rich man believed he would live the same 

dominant life in the afterlife. He was shocked when he saw Lazarus at a 

distance resting on Father Abraham’s chest.  The rich man thought 

Lazarus would be his slave in the afterlife too. The rich man couldn’t 
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understand why Father Abraham would not send Lazarus over to Hades 

to serve him or back to earth to warn his father and brothers that the road 

they are traveling leads to Hades and not heaven.  

 

Neighbors do not try to distance themselves from the misery, 

oppression, and needs of others; they move closer to them, they move 

close and bring with them healing and reparation. Our neighbors are the 

victimized, traumatized, violated, oppressed, poor, the foreigner who we 

do not avoid coming close to, touching, and lifting up in order to repair 

their damaged lives, regardless of whether we are responsible for or 

have benefited from their damaged bodies and lives.  

 

There are some neighborhoods that some of us would never drive 

through, stop or park in, or walk through, let alone live in. There are 

some neighborhoods that are so siloed off from Christians with 

resources and wealth that black girls in Detroit are snatched off the 

streets in  broad daylight while waiting on the bus to go to school. Do 

we know our neighbors up close? How far does our neighborhood watch 
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extend? What are the borders around neighbors that seldom need our 

help and neighbors who might need too much? Poor and marginalized 

people have good and bad neighbors, just like the privileged, the wealthy 

and dominant. What they need is equality, equity, justice, and freedom.  

Instead of passing by on the other side of the road, hoping somebody 

else will help, God calls us to take risks, with all our heart, mind, soul 

and strength, to be the neighbor and to make neighbors, to expand the 

borders of our neighborhood watch.  

 

Our tendency is to sanitize the trauma and violence, to avoid any 

personal or institutional risk by changing the view, crossing the road, 

making excuses for why we cannot be the neighbor. The experience, the 

scene of being passed by is replayed in the minds of oppressed and 

dying children, women, and men.  Everyday people die without seeing 

the face of compassion, without feeling the hand of compassion, with 

experiencing the risk of compassion. Had not Jesus led the lawyer down 

this road, he might never have traveled it. Neighbors are not simply 

those who live in our neighborhoods. We think when we choose our 
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neighborhoods, we choose our neighbors. But our neighbors are not 

limited to our neighborhoods.  God is calling abolitionists willing to take 

risks to transcend the neighborhood boundaries that separate us. 

 

The most vulnerable among us live precarious lives and are subjected to 

and surrounded by violence.  Luke’s God lifts up and liberates the 

marginalized. Luke’s God anoints gospel abolitionists to do likewise. 

Neighbor-love is transgressive of the ideological and material borders 

we erect to avoid risky relationships with others, to create sanitized 

neighborhoods populated with folks like us, or to safeguard the distance 

between our privileges and wealth and that needs of our neighbors. What 

policies or practices, what curriculums are good news to the dominant 

and burdensome to our neighbors? The truth will set us free to act justly 

and promote equality and equity despite our fears. A refusal to embrace 

truth led to the assault on our capitol in the name of white dominance 

and fear of progress toward equality, equity ad justice for all. The truth 

is the Spirit of Yahweh is upon us because God has anointed us to be the 
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neighbors this world needs. The Spirit of the Lord is upon us to set the 

captives free! The Spirit of the Lord is upon us!  

 


