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“God’s Plumb Line of Compassion”  
 
Today we hear a very familiar parable, the story of the Good Samaritan 
only told in the Gospel of Luke. Jesus is responding to a question posed 
by a lawyer. In the context of this story, a lawyer is one who studies and 
is well versed in the Law of Moses. The conversation starts with the 
lawyer asking of Jesus, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus, in 
his usual form doesn’t answer this question directly, but asks the lawyer, 
“What is written in the law? The lawyer, citing two scriptures from the 
Hebrew Bible, “love God” from the book of Deuteronomy; and “love 
our neighbor” from the book of Leviticus. Yes, says Jesus agreeing to 
the lawyer’s response and adds, “Do this, and you will live.”  Sounds 
simple enough! Love God; Love your neighbor. We hear these 
commandants all the time, don’t we? 
 
 But the response elicits another question from the lawyer. Who is my 
neighbor?   
Jesus answers with this parable:  
 
“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the 
hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving 
him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and 
when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  
Likewise, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, he passed 
by on the other side of the road. But a Samaritan while traveling, came 
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near him, and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. This 
Samaritan moved by the man’s suffering, took it upon himself to take 
care of this person and to make arrangements to have him looked after, 
after he departed”. At the end of the parable, Jesus poses the question 
back to the lawyer, “which of the three do you think was a neighbor to 
the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” The answer is quite 
obvious to us, it is the Samaritan.  The most unlikely person in all of the 
Roman world is the one who took pity and showed compassion of this 
half dead person.  
 
Not the priest who is a member of the highest religious leadership 
among the Jews.  Nor the Levite, who belonged to a minor clergy class 
below the priest. Both of these men were well versed in the law of 
Moses and neither of them acted in accordance to their own laws! But it 
was the one whom they would consider a foreigner, an outsider, the 
other, that showed compassion.  
 
But I would like us to consider another question regarding this parable in 
addition to the question of Who is my neighbor, ……. The other 
question is what does it mean to be a neighbor?   
 
In the example of the Samaritan offering to not only take care of the 
immediate needs of the wounded man laying by the side of the road, but 
he offers to take care of his future needs by making provisions for the 
wounded man at an inn. This Good Samaritan does not hem and haw, 
does not weigh the pros and cons of the situation. He jumps into action 
and gives instructions to the inn keeper to provide the necessary 
provisions for this man. This is the perfect example to all of us as to how 
we should act as a neighbor. Actions speak louder than words. 
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 It is quite easy to say things like “oh how terrible this or that situation is 
and to then to carry on with our daily life as if the situation we are 
lamenting over doesn’t affect us.” Or to say nothing at all and “walk on 
the other side of the road, as in the case of the priest and the Levite. Is 
that showing compassion to the suffering that is Jesus’ point in this 
parable?    
 

What is it that prevents us from acting as a neighbor? Is it fear? And if it 
is fear, then what are we afraid of? Did the priest and the Levite cross to 
the other side of the road because they were fearful of being attacked 
from the robbers themselves? Were they fearful of perhaps catching 
some disease from this injured man? Were they fearful of the possible 
political ramifications from their peers? 

The day before Dr. Martin Luther King was assassinated, he gave his 
last speech in Memphis, Tennessee. In this address, he talked about this 
parable. Towards the end, he reflected on why the priest and the Levite 
did not stop for the traveler. He imagined that those men were simply 
afraid. The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was indeed dangerous.  

Dr. King said, “And so the first question that the priest asked, the first 
question that the Levite asked was, ‘If I stop to help this man, what will 
happen to me?’ But then the Good Samaritan came by, and he reversed 
the question: ‘If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to 
him?’	The Samaritan was concerned more about the wellbeing of the 
people rather than whether the people were from different faiths, 
backgrounds, or classes. Dr. King’s reflection helps us to consider our 
Christian discipleship with these thought provoking questions. It should 
be the guiding principle of our approach toward those who are in need. 
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What would happen to others if we would not offer help?  What does it 
mean to be a neighbor?”	

In our Old Testament reading today, we hear from the prophet Amos, 
who was an older contemporary of Hosea and Isaiah and prophesied 
sometime during the decade of 760-750 BCE. His prophecies were 
visions, and today’s reading is just one of five visions.  We know that 
these are visions because they all start with the sentence, “This is what 
my Lord said”, or “The Lord God showed me”.  

 In today’s reading of Amos, the Lord is speaking to the people and 
priests about a plumb line. As you may know, a plumb line is one of the 
oldest forms of measurement in human history. It is such a simple tool, a 
line with a weight on the end. When held out by the end of the string, the 
weight pulls the line directly toward the center of the earth. Any pole, 
post or house beam aligned with a plumb line (hence the term a-lined) 
will be perfectly vertical and as straight as possible.  

In the context of our Old Testament reading the plumb line is a clear 
measure or standard against which the lives, words and actions of those 
who profess to be God’s people, are being held accountable. It reveals 
that Israel’s religious and political institutions are not quite measuring 
up.  

Amos’ analysis of the Lord’s plumb line is that Israel was just going 
through the motions of worshiping God and observing proper rituals, 
thinking that this was the sum total of their obligation of relationship to 
God.  
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However, God values personal responsibility and community caring 
above the empty motions of a ritual. Yes, God through Amos, was 
setting a plumb line in the midst of his people, letting them know that 
they were not measuring up.  
 
All of us have a plumb line within us. In measuring up, we name what is 
the true standard of measure as stated in our baptismal vows, “Will you 
strive for justice and peace among ALL people, and respect the dignity 
of every, OF EVERY, human being?”   
 
We, at All Saints use our parish plumb line by becoming a sanctuary 
church, we have wonderful ministries that places our words into actions 
like Laundry Love, collecting for Hildegard’s food pantry and so many 
others. We support various non-profits by donating our plate collections 
on the last Sunday of the month.  
 
This is how we become “neighbor”, by using the plumb line that we all 
hold within us, not just with our words, but with our actions.  
 
That standard of measure is stated in the commandments of Jesus,” Love 
God with all of our heart, and love our neighbor”.  
They are the same answers that the lawyer gave to Jesus in the gospel 
parable.  
 
Using these commandments as our plumb line measurement, we are able 
to point out or call attention to all that is “out of line”.  In our world 
today, we have so many issues that need to be called out and measured 
against God’s plumb line held within us. The migrants that are fleeing 
from countries that are in turmoil from crime, poverty and corruption 
and migrating to various parts of the world from these-human caused 
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disasters. In this country we have those that are seeking asylum at our 
borders. They are of different cultures and of different faiths, many here 
in this country view them as the ‘other’. They are in desperate need a 
Good Samaritan to help them. But in our human nature, just like the 
priest and the Levite, we allow our fear of what would happen to us by 
these asylum seekers coming here take over our good intentions.  We 
may fear that we may not have enough resources to go around, we may 
fear that we ourselves might be changed by a different race, a different 
language, a different culture, a different faith.  
 
But, can we allow the mistreatment of children and adults seeking 
asylum because of these fears?  Do we not try to change the course of 
the issues facing our country today by our actions in using our voices to 
our politicians in the nearing elections, do we not try and change the 
language of hate and division and invoke compassionate language and 
actions?   
 
Fr. Gregory Boyle, Jesuit priest whose ministry is in the heart of gang 
territory in Los Angeles and author of the book “Tattoos on the Heart; 
The Power of Boundless Compassion” states in his book, “Compassion 
isn’t just about feeling the pain of others; it’s about bringing them in 
toward yourself. If we love what God loves, then, in compassion, 
margins get erased. Be compassionate as God is compassionate, means 
the dismantling of barriers that exclude.!” 
 
At times this seems so overwhelming to us, but if we use the example of 
God’s plumb line as our tool of measurement, we know what the right 
thing is. Amos was an ordinary person, like you and I, who was being 
called by God. He was like the plumb line for God, guiding people on 
the way.  
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He knew that he would face danger, but he did what was right, and I 
invite, I encourage all of you to ready your plumb line of compassion 
and not be afraid to call out the things that are causing suffering in this 
world.  
 
If we keep the example of the Good Samaritan’s actions and the 
reflection of what happens to the one who we do not help as posed by 
Dr. King close to our heart, we will indeed answer the question what it 
means to be a neighbor.   
  
 In closing, I ask that we reflect on the plumb line of today’s collect,  
O Lord mercifully receive the prayers of your people who call upon you, 
and grant that they may know and understand what things they OUGHT 
TO DO, and also may have grace and power faithfully to accomplish 
them.  AMEN 


