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Before the November election last year, my sister called
me one evening and asked for my thoughts on Trump
and Harris. With such a simple question, I could have
just shared the candidate I supported, and how terrible I

thought the other one was.
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But instead, I spent 5 minutes carefully explaining the
main issues of this U.S. election under polarized politics
and how each side understood them. Before I finished,
my sister was already tired of listening, and I was tired

of speaking.
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That conversation led me to reflect anew on how I think
about and critique political positions. I began to wonder:
if Jesus were teaching at my seminary, how would he
want us to think? How would he want us to engage

politically?
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And taking the question further, I suddenly thought: to
become a good Samaritan, should one attend seminary
or law school? In other words, based on Jesus’ parable
of the Samaritan, is it faith that saves, or politics that

saves?
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Communal Salvation in the Gospel of Luke
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Today’s passage comes from the Gospel of Luke. Luke
is the Gospel most concerned with lived practice, most
politically engaged, and most daring in confronting
social class. It’s my favorite Gospel, and it was also the
subject of my graduation thesis at Tainan Theological

Seminary.
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In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus makes it clear from the very

beginning that his mission is “to bring good news to the
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poor... to proclaim release to the captives, recovery of
sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (4:18)
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The phrase “the year of the Lord’s favor” might sound
like simple Old Testament language—the Jubilee—but
in fact, it’s more provocative than anything on a political
talk show.
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That phrase—"“the year of the Lord’s favor” (éviavtog
dextdc)—was used in the Roman Empire to celebrate
military victory: when the strong conquered the weak,
took captives, blinded others, and deprived people of
liberty.
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But Jesus used that very phrase to proclaim release,
light, and freedom. It was a direct challenge to the
value profoundly  political

Roman system—a

declaration.
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Social Justice Through Personal Compassion
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Interestingly, when Jesus practiced social justice, he did
so through a highly personal and micro-level approach,

rather than through sweeping political movements.
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In the scripture, a lawyer challenges Jesus with the
question, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”
(10:25). Jesus affirms the lawyer’s textbook answer:
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart,
and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and
with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.”
(10:27)
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That’s what the law says. But remember, the law often
hinges on how it is interpreted. Matthew and Mark both
record Jesus saying the same words, but only in Luke
does Jesus continue by explaining: Who is your

neighbor?
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The lawyer was hoping to test Jesus—to see whether he

would add or omit anything. But unexpectedly, Jesus
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said everything he wasn’t supposed to say.
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At that time, Samaritans were despised by the Jews of
the time. They were descendants of the Northern
Kingdom of Israel, mixed with other peoples after
Assyrian conquest. Although they believed in the Law
of Moses, their sacred mountain was Mount Gerizim,
not Jerusalem. The Israelites saw them as worshipping

on the wrong mountain and worshiping the wrong God.
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Just how much Jews despised Samaritans can be seen in
a line from the Talmud: “The bread of a Samaritan is

more unclean than swine’s flesh.”
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Yet this “impure” person is, in Jesus’ parable, the only
one who meets the standard for inheriting eternal life—
because he was moved with compassion, bound the
man's wounds, placed him on his own animal, brought
him to an inn, and promised to cover all expenses.
(10:33-35)
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Jesus used the figure the lawyer despised the most—a
Samaritan—to force him to admit that this was the one
who truly treated the man attacked by robbers as a

neighbor.
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Jesus didn’t invent this parable arbitrarily. Logically
speaking, the priest and the Levite who passed by earlier
may have genuinely refrained from touching the man

who had been beaten half to death due to religious law.
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According to Jewish law, if the man died during contact,
the person who touched him would be ritually unclean
for seven days (Numbers 19:11-13). According to
Leviticus, a priest must not defile himself for the dead

unless it is a close relative (Leviticus 21:1-3).
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So it wasn’t entirely unreasonable that the priest and the

Levite avoided helping—the law may have justified it.

15 o SR X B B HE O IS

Can Creeds and Rituals Truly Save?
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Jesus’ teaching here is nothing short of subversive. In
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front of a lawyer, he critiques the priest and Levite, and
exposes the contradictions in the law: even when one
encounters a dying person, religious law may prohibit

saving them.
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And yet, the one whom the Jews saw as unclean—the
Samaritan—was willing to help, thus becoming the true

fulfiller of the commandment that leads to eternal life.
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On the surface, Jesus is describing how the Samaritan
loves his neighbor. But in reality, Jesus is teaching the
lawyer how to let go of his own prejudice and love the

neighbor he sees as an enemy.
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In fact, such contradictions often exist in our own faith.
We think we are upholding the law, yet forget that loving
our neighbor as ourselves is the core teaching. As a
result, we label people as enemies in the name of faith,
forgetting that the very people we see as enemies are

often the ones Jesus most urges us to love as neighbors.
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In Atlanta, everyone surely knows Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr., but today I want to introduce someone behind
the scenes—Bayard Rustin—and the cooperation and

tension between the two of them.
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In the 1950s, Rustin was also a leader in the Black civil
rights movement. He studied Gandhi’s philosophy of
nonviolent resistance and saw in it the hope for leading

the Black movement in America.
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Rustin introduced this philosophy to Dr. King, who in

turn made him an advisor. The two became close friends.
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Unexpectedly, during this partnership, conservative
Christians seized the opportunity to attack Dr. King’s

civil rights movement.
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Among them was South Carolina Senator J. Strom
Thurmond, who publicly accused Rustin in Congress of
being homosexual and pointed out his arrest in

California for same-sex relations.
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He was like the robber in Jesus’ parable—willing to

strike down others to serve his own interest.

S —Ar A AR 3R B/ B E R
fl#&.0> Rustin MEE B0 & HiEE AW
REEEE)

Another was New York Congressman Adam C. Powell
Jr., who feared Rustin’s sexuality might undermine the

civil rights movement.
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He threatened Dr. King: unless he distanced himself
from Rustin, he would publicly expose Rustin’s past
arrest and even spread rumors that King and Rustin had

an “improper relationship.”
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Like the priest and Levite in Jesus’ parable, he chose
what he believed to be a “greater good” by committing

a “necessary evil”’—neglecting Rustin’s personal safety.
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Yet none of this stopped their continued collaboration.
In 1963, they jointly planned the March on Washington.
Dr. King accepted Rustin as the main organizer, and he

gave the iconic speech we all know: “I Have a Dream.”
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As a Southern Baptist pastor in the 1960s, Dr. King
understood that being gay, like being a Samaritan, was
viewed by many Americans as “more unclean than
swine’s flesh.” Yet he wasn’t afraid of becoming
“unclean” himself. He chose to fully embrace Rustin’s

gifts—and as a result, they made history together.
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That moment was redemption for communities of color

under white supremacy, and at the same time,

redemption for Rustin under heteronormative

oppression.
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The Interplay Between Politics and Faith
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Last Saturday, because the Formosan Association for
Public Affairs (FAPA) invited a Taipei City Councilor
whom I admire to give a talk, I experienced the thrill of
being a fan for the first time! After the speech, I had the

precious opportunity to chat with this councilor.
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Although I've spoken before in sermons about the

growing political polarization in both Taiwan and the
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U.S., I was still very curious—what would she, as a
political figure with substantial public influence,

propose as a solution?
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She laughed and said, “Whoever figures that out
probably deserves the Nobel Peace Prize!”
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I suddenly realized that in politics, politicians can’t
afford to stay neutral. If they don’t take a stance to
oppose others’ views, people would have no reason to
vote for them. Perhaps politicians are formed in the very
context of conflict—or put another way, without

enemies, politicians would not exist.
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Yet in today’s passage, Jesus calls us to imitate the very
people we most look down on—to learn from those who
are not bound by legalism, who are not afraid of
becoming unclean, who are willing to approach the most
needy, to love their neighbor, and thus inherit eternal
life.
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Such a teaching might seem impractical, yet it is the
most basic expression of human love and compassion.
Without that fundamental love, we might be eloquent
Bible teachers or legal experts, but we would not even

qualify as Christians.
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So, returning to the opening question: Is it politics that
saves, or is it faith and the law? I believe that through
Jesus’ teaching on the Good Samaritan, Christians
cannot ignore politics—but even more, we must not lose

our fundamental love for others.
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If Christians ignore politics, we won’t understand who
is suffering and how. But if we use politics alone to
divide people into enemies and allies, then we cannot
understand our enemies, let alone recognize them as our
neighbors. And if we don’t love our neighbors, then we
don’t love God, and we have nothing to do with eternal
life.
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On the other hand, if a Christian is willing to understand
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politics, to respectfully listen to both sides, and to carry
a heart that loves God—believing that those who hold
different positions might also be called by God to be

Good Samaritans—
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then that person doesn’t need to go to seminary or law
school to recognize their enemies as neighbors. Only
then can they truly love their neighbor and inherit eternal
life.
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Let us pray together:
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O Lord who calls us to love our neighbors, you are love
itself. Without your unconditional, self-giving love, we

would not know what love is.
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But Lord, we are often as weak as the priest and the
Levite in Jesus’parable: we seek to be pure and holy, yet
forget the most important commandment of our faith, we
uphold the law to love you, yet forget the most basic

compassion and care for others.
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Sometimes we are even like the robbers—while
defending the interests of our faith, we begin to take
pleasure in treating those who differ from us as enemies,
beating them half to death.
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Lord, we ask you to teach us: under your command to
love our neighbor as ourselves, there is no division
between clean and unclean, under this command, there

are no enemies and allies;
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under this command, we are freed from the chains of our
own prejudice—and stop binding your gospel of

redemption from reaching your people.
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Your gospel is wondrous and mysterious. Help us, Lord,
to continue seeing the needs of society, the needs of those

around us, and the needs of our own spiritual lives.
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May we constantly reflect on our faith, courageously
dismantle what is not from you, and build a faith that can
truly embrace the neighbor. We pray this in the name of

our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.







