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the good samaritan

A type and shadow

of the plan of salvation
john W welch

before modernity christians read this parable allegorically with the samaritan for example aptly typifying christ such a reading becomes even stronger
when enriched by the full plan of salvation

one of the most influential stories told by jesus

the parable of the
good samaritan luke 1030 35 As a result of this scripture people all over
the world whether christians or not speak of being a good samaritan of
doing good for people who are in peril or need modern day good samari
tans stop to help stranded travelers fix flat tires or find shelter come to the
rescue of people in distress or serve spontaneously as benevolent volun
teers they even receive legal immunity in many states should they happen
to make matters worse while trying to be of help most people in modern
society know the main details of the story of the good samaritan and this
memorable story inspires benevolent daily decisions both socially and religiously 2 because we all have serious needs this parable speaks deeply to
every human soul
As important and dramatic as its ethical content obviously is jesus
story may harbor far more meaning than most people ever imagine an
ancient but now almost forgotten tradition extending back to the earliest
days of christian interpretation sees this tale as much more than a story
and as far more than a parable according to this early christian view the
narrative is to be read as an impressive allegory of the fall and redemption
of mankind in LDS terms it may be seen even more expansively as a type
and shadow of the eternal plan of salvation this article explores and embraces the allegorical layer of signification and shows how a deeper level of
meaning does not detract from the conventional understanding of the
parable but adds rich epic dimensions to the typical understanding of this
classic vignette
is

READING THE GOOD SAMARITAN

jesus told this story to a lawyer or a pharisee who began his exchange
with jesus by asking master what shall 1I do to inherit eternal life jesus
B YU
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responded at first simply by saying what is written in the law how read
est thou the man answered by quoting two scriptures the first from
deuteronomy 65 thou shalt love the lord thy god with all thine heart
and the second from leviticus 1918 thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself when jesus promised the man this do and thou shalt live the man
retorted and who is my neighbour
luke 1025 29
in answer to the man s two questions jesus told the story of the good
samaritan people usually think of it as answering only the second technical question who is my neighbour but this story also addresses even
more deeply the first and more important inquiry what shall 1I do to
inherit eternal life the prophet joseph smith once taught 11I have a key
by which I understand the scriptures 1I enquire what was the question
which drew out the answer or caused jesus to utter the parable3
parables3 using
parable
the pharisee s primary question as such a key with the second question
being like unto it matt 2239 shows that the story speaks of eternal life
and the plan of salvation in ways that few modern readers have ever paused
to notice
1

from parable to allegory and typology
the story of the good samaritan is usually understood

I

as a straight-

forward parable A parable is a short account that parallels or exemplifies
some particular religious value causing introspection and self reflection
that leads to a specific moral outlook or imperative david seely offers a
convenient definition A parable is a narrative containing an extended simile or metaphor intending to convey a single thought or message 4
jesus told many stories that can be viewed as parables in each of them
he prompted his listeners to act in a single specific christlike way his various parables teach people to be forgiving as in the story of the forgiven
steward who unmercifully refuses to forgive his debtors matt 1821 35 to
be prepared for the coming of the kingdom as with the watchful householder matt 2442 44 or the ten bridesmaids matt 251 13 to spread
the seeds of the gospel as does the sower whose seeds land on four different soils matt 131 9 mark 41 9 luke 84 8 to be persistent as is the im
tuning widow who pesters a judge until he helps her luke 181 8 and
portuning
fortuning
por
to develop the gifts or responsibilities over which one has been given stewardship represented by talents of gold or silver matt 2514 30 luke 1911 27
seen simply as a parable the story of the good samaritan encourages
people to help anyone in need by answering a single pointed question
who is my neighbour luke 1029 or asked in modern terms WHI
will I1 be
youa
one who sees who hears who pauses and who helps will you115
you5
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the

word parable however does not fully describe the story of the
good samaritan moreover the story is more than a drama or a pattern
story that illustrates a single point of doctrine or presents one model of
moral life to be imitated 1166 does it have only a single message if so why
did jesus tell the story in such detail when a much simpler version of the
story could have just as well made the moral point of being kind to anyone
in need
because of its complexity the story of the good samaritan is better
described as an allegory which is a more complicated configuration than a
parable an allegory portrays a larger picture puts numerous pieces of an
intricate structure into place and helps to define relationships between
various parties or human affairs in an allegory each metaphorical elecounterparts177 or
counterpart
ment of the narrative is meant to correspond to a specific counterpart7
to function organically within a conceptual structure
moreover a typology prefigures
pre figures or is a shadow of a deeper reality that
stands behind the verbal construct typological allegories in the gospel
help listeners understand the ultimate truths of life history and reality not
only by depicting a set of relationships but also by pointing to a more profound meaning beyond such allegories play the role of en shrouding the
subject matter in a mysterious geheimnisvollen protective revealing ver
hulland offenbarenden guise through which the words and various parts
hullend
hiillend
of the text are to be substituted more or less for concepts8
concepts18
concepts 188 or for other
beings several of the parables of jesus such as the wicked husbandmen
mark 121 11 matt 2133 44 luke 209 18 the prodigal son luke 1511 32
and the good shepherd john 101
loh 18 are complicated enough that they
lon
ion
loi
are probably better described as allegories than as parables and often they are
typological as well 9
the story of the good samaritan can be understood particularly well
as a typological allegory specifically as a presentation of the plan of salvation especially from a latter day saint perspective each element in the
story serves an important purpose in representing a corresponding counterpart and in conveying a symbolic or emblematic depiction As I1 show
below each point included by jesus in the story helps to place the samaritan s act of saving mercy in the broader context of the plan of salvation that
was established from the foundation of the world and made possible
through the atonement of jesus christ the story is not simply a moralistic
fable or a generic ethical hypothetical but a thoroughly christian connex
contex
dualization of the perils of mortality and the deeds of saving goodness in an
tualization
eternal setting of god s redeeming love and compassion
11
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allegorization
early christian A
in recent years only a few people who have studied the new testament
in terms of early christian literature have been aware that this story was
originally read as much more than a simple parable 10 in 1967 for example
hugh nibley briefly observed
0

O

loft iest humanitarian
to an outsider this is a story of the loftiest

and moral purpose
completely satisfying in itself yet it would now appear that no early christian could possibly have missed the real significance of the wine and the oil
that heal the wounded man as standing for the sacrament and the anointing that restore the ailing human soul to a healthy state thanks to the intervention of the lord who is the good samaritan

indeed nibley s point can be extended much further the overwhelmingly
dominant tradition among the early christian fathers read this story as an
impressive and expansive allegory
I1 first became aware of the extensive history of the allegorical interpretation behind the story of the good samaritan while my wife and I1 were
standing inside the famous twelfth century cathedral in chartres france
one of the beautiful tall panels of stained glass on the south side of the
cathedral s nave depicts with vibrant green accents that symbolize life
the story of the good samaritan together with the fall of adam and eve
see figs 2238
3 8 As is the case with many medieval stained glass windows
this panel was meant to be read as if it were a text reading the scenes in this
window 1I realized that the layout was designed to depict the story of adam
and eve s expulsion from the garden of eden in tandem with the familiar
new testament parable 12 the lower part of the window tells the story of
the good samaritan in nine scenes while the top half uses twelve scenes to
relate the account of adam and eve s creation expulsion and redemption
thereby illustrating a symbolic interpretation of christs parable that was
13
popular in the middle ages 1113
another medieval window in the bourges cathedral south of paris
near orleans further develops this schematic in a manner inspired by the
ordinario
aria see figs 4 5 9
ordinaria
widely circulating vulgate commentary glossa ordin
another gothic window in the sens cathedral in eastern france even more
skillfully depicts this relationship by surrounding each of three scenes depicting the main elements of the parable of the good samaritan with four
vignettes from the creation and fall the life of moses and the passion of
jesus14
jesus 14 see figs 6 7710
io 1I became intrigued with these associations what
does the parable of the good samaritan have to do with the fall of adam
identi
and eve the life of moses or the suffering of jesus where did these didenti
fications come from research soon disclosed a surprisingly rich interprefixations
tive history there is indeed more here than normally meets the eye
11
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the roots of this allegorical interpretation reach deeply into the earliest christian literature 15 writing in the second century AD irenaeus16
irenaeus16
and clement of alexandria17
alexandria17 both saw the good samaritan as symbolizing christ himself saving the fallen victim from the wounds of sin origen
only a few years later stated that this interpretation came down to him
from one of the elders who read the elements of this story allegorically
as follows

the man who was going down is adam jerusalem is paradise and jericho is
the world the robbers are hostile powers the priest is the law the levite
is the prophets and the samaritan is christ the wounds are disobedience
the beast is the lord s body the pandochium
pando chium that is the stable which
accepts all pan who wish to enter is the church and further the two
denardi
denarii mean the father and the son the manager of the stable is the head of
the church to whom its care has been entrusted and the fact that the
wih return represents the savior s second coming 18
samaritan promises he will

while we cannot be sure exactly how far back into early church circles this
fascinating interpretation can be traced 19 it is obviously very old
moreover writers in all parts of the early christian world fundamentally maintained this allegorical interpretation with irenaeus in southern
france clement in alexandria origen in judea 020 chrysostom in constantin ople 2 1I ambrose in milan 22 augustine in africa 23 isidore in
stantinople
spain 24 and eligius in northern france 25 these prominent theologians or
influential spokesmen covered the corners of the christian world of their
day each writer who made use of the samaritan story adapted its core elements somewhat to suit his individual needs or interests some people may
feel that this malleability proves that an allegorical reading of this text is a
subjective fabrication and therefore should not be taken seriously but on
the contrary the varied nuances given to this parable all presuppose an
essential common understanding of the story in a specific allegorical sense
to which those subtle modifications were then added
26 continued to
cs26
clerics26
cleri
into late antiquity and the middle ages other cieri
clerics
expound on the meaning of the good samaritan although in some ways
they deviated further from the original sense of the allegory all of them still
essentially accepted the outlines of the standard allegorization presented by
the earliest writers 27 from these early christian writings it is clear that the
dominant if not exclusive understanding of the story of the good samaritan in early times was allegorical see also plates 1 88. the story was basi
cally understood from the beginning as a type and shadow of christ saving
mankind from the fall of adam in its broad outlines and in its earliest
straightforward rendition the allegorical reading has much to commend it
O

1
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FIG 3 chartres cathedral window
A famous stained glass window in

the chartres cathedral depicts the
parable of the good samaritan in
tandem with the story of the creation and fall of adam and eve the
bottom half scenes 4 12 tells how a
man went down from the holy city
4 fell among robbers 6 7 and
was rescued by the samaritan 9 12
the top half shows adam and eve in
paradise 13 16 their fall and expulsion into the world 17 21 23 and
god in his majesty 22 24 christians in the middle ages regularly
understood jesus parable to refer to
the fall of adam and eve and the
redemption of mankind read in an
ascending pattern of alternating horizontal and diagonal moves the window emphasizes this one typology
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cathedral window
the good samaritan window in the
cathedral at bourges read from
FIG 5 bourges

the top down relates the parable in
its central circles 2 6 in the semi
circles on the sides are ten scenes
from the creation and fall of adam
and eve 7 16 four scenes from the
life of moses 17 20 and two small
medallions concerning the death of
christ 21 22 while this window
places its greatest emphasis on the
fall with two main scenes showing
the attack ofthe
odthe
the robbers and the vicof
tim being stripped 3 4 this window also surrounds the scene of the
priest and levite 5 with four
vignettes from the exodus especially showing israels rejection of
jehovah 18 20 the window thus
features two significant typologies
while briefly introducing the third
in its last two scenes 21 22
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FIG 7 sens

cathedral window
the window in the sens cathedral is the most systematic of
these three good samaritan
windows it too is read from the
top down 1 4 with its three
main scenes being diamond
shaped these three receive
equal treatment around the
attack of the robbers are four
scenes focusing only on the
transgression of adam and eve
5 8 and not on the creation
around the priest and levite are
four scenes showing not so
much the apostasy of the
israelites 12 as moses faith
9 11 around the delivery of
the victim to the inn and the
Samar
samaritans
samaritana
itans payment of two
coins are four scenes from the
suffering and resurrection of
christ 13 16 as he paid for the
sins of mankind and promised
to come again
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location of chartres
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location of sens
cathedral good samaritan window
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scenes 4 and 13 16 the wounded man rides on the beast of the
samaritan who pays the innkeeper two denaria in the surrounding scenes christ
sco urged he is crucified and the women see an angel at
scourged
stands before pilate christ is scourger
Pharis ees discuss the law
the tomb bottom chartres scene 4 christ and two pharisees
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bourges lower half of window scene 6 depicts the compassion of the
samaritan which represents the pure love of christ flanking that scene are scenes 21
and 22 showing the scourging and crucifixion of jesus courtesy george S tate
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an allegorical typology enriched by LDS insights
originally the elements of the good samaritan story appear to have
expressed to readers many plain and precious things all of which are held
together and become even richer when understood in terms of restored
latter day saint doctrines of gods plan of salvation As the following step
by step analysis shows each element in this allegory corresponds significantly with an important step in the journey of all of mankind toward
eternal life in other words the parable of the good samaritan is not only
a story about a man who goes down to jericho but also about every person
who comes down to walk upon this earth simply stated the man who
went down from jerusalem can be seen as representing adam or all
mankind jerusalem is the garden of eden or a premortal paradise and
jericho is the world the man s descent is the fall or our own entry into
mortality the robbers are the forces of evil that wound the man and leave
him half dead and stripped of his garment the priest and levite represent
the law of moses who are thus unable not just unwilling to save mankind
while the samaritan who comes to the aid and rescue of the victim represents christ himself he has divine compassion on the man washes him
with wine and anoints him with oil the samaritan then takes the man to
a public inn representing the church which is open to all entrusting the
victim to the care of the innkeeper the samaritan promises he will come
again at which time he will recompense or reward the faithful innkeeper
11

certain man went down from jerusalem to jericho andfell
and fell among thieves
andrell
A certain man the early christian fathers mainly identified this man
specifically as adam indeed the aramaic word for man adam may have
stood behind the greek a certain man anthropos tis suggesting that this
story alluded to adam much more obviously in the ordinary jewish language of jesus day than it does in modern languages 28 thehebrewadam
the hebrew adam
however also means man mankind
men as well as adam as a proper
name 29 similarly the greek word appearing in luke 1030 anthropos
man person encompasses each human being in general both men and
women the more specific greek word for man aner is generally used to
designate males only
consistent with the broader meanings of man it is noteworthy that
clement of alexandria one of the earliest of the christian fathers saw
the victim in this allegory as referring to all of us likewise the idea that the
plan of salvation and gospel of jesus christ apply universally to each of
gods children is fundamental LDS doctrine we are indeed all travelers
subject to the risks and vicissitudes of mortality
A

11
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went down chrysostom saw this part of the story as representing the
descent of adam from paradise the garden of eden into this world
from glory to a loss of glory from life to death the greek is katebainen
kate bainen
descend ebat both indicating an actual descent origen saw
and the latin is descendebat
here an intentional transgression or falling into individual sinfulness
ambrose saw this as the fall of mankind under the sinful shadow of original sin
in light of the second article of faith latter day saints would tend to
agree with the intentionality highlighted by origen although not with his
negativism and much less with the inherited sinful nature emphasized by
ambrose if the man who goes down represents all of humanity then the
narrative is not a tale of sin it is a depiction of the beneficial coming
down of all spirits from the premortal realm as all men and women
voluntarily and purposefully come down into the world through birth
following the same steps even christ s birth baptism and mortality are
described in scripture as a beneficial descent a coming down a condescensi on or coming down to be with us i ne 1126 2 ne 426
scension
indeed the language in luke 10
io implies that the man goes down intentio nally through his own volition knowing the risks involved in the jourtionally
ney in the tale no one forces the man to go down to jericho and for
whatever reason the person apparently feels that the journey is worth the
obvious risks of such travel which were well known to all people in jesus
day 30 when the lone traveler then falls among the robbers it is an expected
part of the mortal experience
on the one hand in the typical modern or secular interpretation of
the parable of the good samaritan people usually assume that the victim
has suffered his great misfortune due to absolutely no fault of his own on
the other extreme in the early christian interpretation people assumed
that the victim had somehow wickedly sinned the LDS framework of
the plan of salvation offers a felicitous middle ground allowing one to see the
plight of the victim when he falls among the robbers as an expected necessary and valuable part of the fallen experiences of mortality without
overemphasizing the negative aspects of entering into the mortal condition
and becoming vulnerable to sin
from jerusalem the story depicts the man going down from
jerusalem not from any ordinary city or place because of the sanctity of
the holy city early christian interpreters readily sought and found significance in this element of the allegory for chrysostom jerusalem represented paradise or heavenly living and thoughts for augustine it
represented that heavenly city of peace for isidore it was not the paradise of the garden of eden on earth but the paradise of heaven and for
eligius it represented man s high state of immortality perhaps even implying mans premortal existence
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of this significance and
more for the person who descends in the story can represent all mankind
coming down from the premortal realms above moreover that person
comes down from jerusalem the holy temple city and hence from the ritual presence of god presumably as a person comes down into the world
he or she comes endowed with the blessings and promises obtained from
god or conferred upon people in that holy temple city or setting one of
those assurances would have been the knowledge that god would provide
a samaritan necessary to save that person when he or she should encounter
grave difficulty along the path of life
to jericho the person in the story is on the road that leads down to
jericho which the christian interpreters readily identified as this world or
see in this element all

as eligius said this miserable life the symbolism is fitting for at 825 feet
below sea level jericho and the other settlements near the dead sea are the
lowest cities on the earth jericho s mild winter climate made it a popular

resort area where herod the great built his most splendid luxurious vacation palace
from a latter day saint point of view however it is important to
notice that the person has not yet arrived in jericho when the robbers attack the person is on the steep way down to jericho but may not yet have
gone very far and certainly has not yet reached bottom As a person begins
to fall or descend farther and farther from the heavenly state troubles
will undoubtedly become more and more intense latter day saints might
not see jericho as representing this world but rather as pointing toward
the telestial or lowest degree of glory or perhaps even outer darkness in
an ultimate sense looking to some future final judgment or doom from
which all mankind can be saved the attack of the robbers and the intervention of the samaritan stem that course and take the traveler in a more
wholesome direction 31
fell this may of course refer to the fall of adam but ambrose and
eligius saw it also as individual human failing ambrose blamed this fall on
ic
straying from the heavenly mandate and eligius preached that if the person had not been puffed up inside he would not have fallen so easily
when tempted on the outside the greek word here peripipto means
pipto to fall down or fall to pieces but to enmore than simply lipto
counter fall in with or fall into certain circumstances especially mis32
fortunes 1112
thus it is easy to see here an allusion to the fallen mortal state
the general circumstances of the human condition or the natural man as
well as the plight of individual sinfulness or the results of falling in with the
wrong company
among thieves the early christian writers saw here a reference to the
devil irenaeus chrysostom the rulers of darkness clement
hostile
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origen s elder opposing forces or evil spirits or false teachers
origen angels of night and darkness ambrose the devil and his angels
augustine angels of darkness isidore or evil spirits eligius
latter day saints may want to add a further dimension to this discusGadi anton
sion for these thieves or rather bandits or robbers such as the gadianton
robbers are not casual operators but organized outlaws acting as a band
10istai
leistad
leistai
stal the traveler is assailed not only by random devils or
iel
of robbers lel
various wicked spirits but by a band of highwaymen a pernicious society
that acts with deliberate and concerted intent 33
powers

which stripped him of his raiment and wounded him and departed leaving him half dead
stripped of his raiment the early christians sensed that jesus spoke of
something important here origen and augustine saw here a symbol for
storn similarly
chrysostom
mankinds
man kinds loss of immortality and incorruptibility Chryso
expressed this in terms of a physical loss of his robe of immortality but
also as a moral loss of the robe of obedience ambrose spoke theologically of being stripped of the covering of spiritual grace which we received
from god and eligius saw this psychologically as the loss of a robe
innocence
of ofinnocence
latter day saints may find even further significance in the fact that the
attackers apparently want the persons clothing they undress ekdusantes
the victim 34 oddly they are not interested in the traveler s wealth or any
commodities he or she might be carrying nothing in the story indicates
that the person is carrying anything at all although one may assume that
11

the person has sufficient for his needs for some undisclosed reason however the attackers seem to be particularly interested in the garment worn
by the person at least the stripping receives special mention perhaps they
want this clothing not only for its inherent use as fabric just as the soldiers
divided the garments of jesus at golgotha matt 2735 but also to claim its
social status or privileges or powers especially if it represents a temple or
holy garment or maybe they want to deny the person the privilege of wearing something distinctive or sacred somewhat reminiscent of the story of
josephs coat taken by his brothers35
brothers35 or the young men or soldiers who confronted elisha near jericho after he received the priesthood garment or
mantle of elijah 36 in any case according to origens
Ori gens fragment 71 the
brigens
aphairesis
robes are not only taken off but also taken away aphaeresis
wounded the early christian fathers consistently mentioned here references to the pains of life the travails of the soul the afflictions due to
diverse sins and acts of disobedience or the sins and vices of this mortal
condition in general latter day saints would agree sin and the enemies of
the soul do indeed wound the spirit whether those blows of mortality
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involve willful rebellion or inadvertent transgression furthermore it may
be significant that the robbers do not kill the victim perhaps this is to say
that they do not have the power to tempt or torment the man beyond his
ability to resist i cor 1013 or beyond the lords power to redeem
departed they simply go away the christian fathers offered no
thoughts about why or how they go away latter day saints might infer that
they are somehow commanded to depart or that the robbers are at least
afraid that someone with greater power will find them and catch them in
their treachery and so they quickly run to hide Chryso
chrysostom
storn came the closest to this idea suggesting that the robbers do not kill the victim because
god does not allow it
half dead the robbers depart leaving the person exactly half dead
hemi thanatos in this chrysostom saw a faint indication of god s protechemithanatos
tion and he oddly assumed that the robbers do want to kill the traveler
eligius found in the depiction of the human condition as being half dead
the idea that the devil may deprive us of the happiness of immortal life but
not of our sense of reason
latter day saints may find in this detail however a much more likely
specific reference to the first and second deaths compare alma 1231 32
the person had fallen had become subject to sin and thus had suffered the
first death becoming subject to mortality but the traveler is only half dead
stall
still be averted the
the second death permanent separation from god can stfll
early fragment 71 left by origen contains a similar idea this represents
the death of half of our nature for the soul is immortal but then this
notion drops out of later commentary

11

and by chance there came down a certain priest that way and when he saw
him he passed by on the other side and likewise a levite when he was at
the place came and looked on him andpassed
and passed by on the other side
by chance in other words the arrival of the jewish priest is not the
result of a conscious search on his part this priest is not out looking for
people who are in need of his help stated even more strongly neither is the
priest there by any eternal plan or by divine intervention he is simply
there by chance kata synkurian
syn kurian 37
A certain priest the early christian commentators saw this as a reference to the law of moses origen or to moses himself chrysostom or to
the priesthood of the old testament augustine which did not have the

power to lead to salvation in new testament times the priests in
jerusalem were aristocratic clergy who administered the affairs of the
temple many of the ruling priests were sadducees who were largely sympathetic with hellenism and the roman authorities the story of jesus
ie
iereus
reus is a high ranking priest or one
does not specify whether the priest cereus
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of the 7200 ordinary priests who took their weekly and daily turns serving
in the temple 38 because this character is left somewhat indefinite he may
point to any high ranking priest or religious leader including those of
pagan temples or gentile churches who might use any ordinances or teach
people any doctrines of men that do not have the power to bring people
into life eternal
A levite origen and Chryso
storn consistently say that the levite repchrysostom
resents prophetic discourse or the body of prophets after moses in
other words for these early commentators the priest and the levite represented the law and the prophets of the old testament which jesus came to
fulfill matt 517 this idea fits the ethical message of the good samaritan
for doing unto others as you would have them do unto you is the law and
the prophets matt 712
but associating the levites exclusively with the prophets seems an
unlikely connection for jesus audience the levites were a lower class of
priest relegated to menial chores and duties within the temple if they were
lucky they served as singers and musicians otherwise they swept the
porches and those parts of the temple area open to the sky or served as
police to prevent any unlawful person such as a gentile from setting
3339
1139
39
foot in the temple either intentionally or unintentionally 3039
interestingly although the levites did not have access to the altar one of their auxiliary assignments was to help the priest on and off with his vestments
these stripped them of their raiment 1114040 the latter conduct being ascribed
by jesus to the robbers
nevertheless in jesus story at least this lower levitical priest does
more than the aristocratic priest who comes first the ordinary levite
came and saw whereas the priest only looks from a distance or considers
the problem briefly perhaps the levite wants to help but views himself as
too lowly and even more than the priest this aaronic functionary also
lacks the full power or authority to save the dying person but at least this
ordinary servant in the house of israel comes closer than does the aristocratic priest in the end however the lowly levite also looks away and
passes by on the other side
saw him significantly the priest remains at a distance and the levite
who seems to come closer immediately withdraws they are apparently
unable to help in their present condition perhaps for several reasons the
point may be that they are unable or unprepared to help as much as that
they are unwilling to do so the parable gives no reason why they do not
help they saw but did not act perhaps an allusion to the fact that some
of the jews were blinded by looking beyond the mark jacob 414 foreseeing and watching for the coming of the messiah but then not receiving
him or acting as he would act
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passed by on the other side chrysostom suggested that the priest and
levite cannot help because they share in the fallen state but there may be
more the priest and levite will not cross over to the side of this traveler
antipar6lthen this element emphasizes the
but stay on the opposite side antiparelthen
fact that they will not switch over or convert to the gospel but stay on their
previous mosaic course

journeyed came where he was and when he
but a certain samaritan as he hejourneyed
saw him he had compassion on him and went to him and bound up his
wounds pouring in oil and wine
samaritan in all cases the early christians saw the good samaritan as
christ himself irenaeus the keeper of our souls chrysostom
the
guardian origen the good shepherd augustine or the lord and
savior eligius chrysostom suggested that a samaritan is a particularly
apt representative of christ because as a samaritan is not from judea so
christ is not of this world modern readers for the most part have lost
this plain point of view

this association however is probably the strongest emblematic element in the story this christological interpretation as monselewski
Mon selewski
defines it is readily acknowledged by several scholarly commentators and
theologians even if they do not extend the allegorical interpretation to
include further elements 41
jesus audience in jerusalem may well have recognized in jesus samaritan a reference by the savior to himself heinrich zimmermann even promotes the hypothesis that jesus tale may have originated in an actual event
in the life of jesus himself 42
scriptural corroboration for the relevance of this identification of jesus
with the samaritan comes from the gospel of john when some jews in
jerusalem rejected jesus with the insult say we not well that thou art a
samaritan and hast a devil john 848 perhaps because nazareth is right
across the valley to the north of samaria and because jewish people generally thought as little of nazareth as they did of
ofsamaria
samaria john 146 the two
locations could easily be lumped geographically and culturally together
latter day saint doctrine resonates strongly with this notion for just
ail
li humanity so it was propheas the Samaritans
samaritana were viewed as the least of aall
samaritans
A
sied that the servant messiah would be despised and rejected of men and
esteemed
not isa 533 thus the idea of the lowest outcast fits the
role of christ who had to descend below all things in order to redeem
humanity from death and hell see dac 1228 compare alma 712
also knowing that jesus intended the story to motivate listeners to
go
90 and do thou likewise luke 1037 latter day saints will identify with
the samaritan desiring to go and do as he did not only seeing to the physical
11
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needs of those who have experienced misfortune but also becoming sav
bours
iours
on mount zion obad 121 and helping to bring to pass the work
of god namely the immortality and eternal life of man moses 139 by
doing like the samaritan we join him in a crucial role as his companions in
bringing to pass the work of salvation and exaltation this relationship
between christ and his disciples is described in two other sayings of the
savior 1 I am the vine ye are the branches and As the branch cannot bear
fruit of itself except it abide in the vine no more can ye except ye abide in
me john 155
15544 likewise without branches the vine does not yield fruit
furthermore as has been expounded in great detail by birger ger
hards son and others the parable of the good samaritan in luke 10
hardsson
hardison
lo shares
many ethical and religious parallels with the discourse on the good shep13
43
i&
herd in john lol
i8
in both christ as the good shepherd or the good
ia
ion
lon
loi
samaritan saves his flock from robbers john 108 and does not turn away
from his duty as do the hirelings john 1013 and the priest and levite
perhaps even more pointed may be the connecting linguistic detail that the
hebrew word sounding most like the name samaritan hebrew shome
son the word shamar meaning not only
roni is according to gerhardsson
Gerhards
guardian or keeper in the general sense of watchman but also occasionally
in the special sense of shepherd as in 1i sam 1720 the verb shamar
1144
44 and is often used
means to keep watch preserve support aid or tend 7144
as a designation of god and of his anointed drawing even closer the linguistic connections between jesus the good samaritan the good shepherd and god 45 of course one should not push any of these verbal
connections too far but these etymological similarities were notably influential in the minds of many of the most knowledgeable early christian
interpreters origen ambrose augustine isidore
As he hejourneyed
journeyed the text may imply that the samaritan representing
christ or his emulators is purposely looking for people in need of help
origen especially took note of this prospect and its theological implications that he went down intending to rescue and care for the dying
man the new testament text makes it clear that the others come by
chance but by saying that the samaritan came where he was the text
does not give the impression that his arrival is by happenstance or coincidence his conduct is depicted as being more deliberate seeing idon
the samaritan sees with his eyes but also understands the situation with
his heart
had compassion this is one of the most important words in the story
it speaks of the pure love of christ the early christian writers saw little
need to comment specifically on the compassion of christ perhaps taking
its importance for granted
latter day saints however may wish to think more deeply in this
context about the pure love of christ that each disciple of christ should
11

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1999

31

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 38, Iss. 2 [1999], Art. 4

the good samaritan

81

cultivate moro 747 and also about the deep sympathy that the savior
feels for the sinner in need and not just about the misery of the heart misericordia that became the prominent sentiment felt in this connection due
to that latin word regularly used to translate the greek word for compassion the greek literally means that his bowels are moved with deep inner
sympathy esplangchnisthe splangchnon meaning inward parts bowels
compare alma 712
this greek word is used elsewhere in the new testament only in sentences that describe god s or christ s emotions of mercy As is well recognized outside the original parables of jesus there is no instance of the
46
janielou
word being used of men 1146
Dani elou rightly argues that this word is
dani6lou
danl
thus danielou
used in the bible as a distinctive theological marker referring exclusively to
god s love or divine compassion further strengthening the allegorical
identification of the samaritan as god or christ 47 this word appears
prominently in two other new testament parables in the parable of the
unmerciful servant when the lord of that servant clearly representing
god was moved with compassion matt 1827 and in the prodigal son
when the father again representing god sees his son returning he had
compassion and ran and fell on his neck and kissed him luke 1520
likewise the samaritan represents the divinely compassionate god
went to him the injured traveler cannot move but christ comes to
succor him in his hour of greatest need he runs to the side of those who
suffer and comes to their aid without this help people cannot recover and
the victim does not move forward
bound up his wounds for clement love faith and hope are the ligaof salvation which cannot be undone for chrysostom the bantures
dages are the teachings of christ or the binding of satan and freeing of
man for ambrose christ binds the sinner with a stricter rule for
augustine the lord restrains the traveler from further sin isidore posited
that the samaritan cured the human race of their wounds of sin while
eligius believed the samaritan bound his wounds while telling him to
repent interestingly origen made the point that the samaritan apparently comes prepared he had bandages oil and wine with him
latter day saints will understand that the repentant person is bound to
the lord through covenants and thus might find further significance in the
process of binding than in the possible symbolic meaning of the fabric of
those ligatures As in the binding of isaac the receiving soul is prepared to
be bound to sacrifice all for the lord the soul is also bound to the lord in
covenant and the wounds are tied together with a new dressing inasmuch
as the robbers have carried off the garment of the traveler and have left him
stripped the samaritan begins the process of replacing the lost garment or
re
rebuilding the victim s spiritual protection by binding the wounds
to
budding
bind up the brokenhearted dac
d&c 13842 with these bandages
11
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of olive oil would have been very soothing while most
early christian writers saw here only a symbol of christ s words of consolation words of good hope or remission chrysostom saw the oil as a reference to the holy anointing this may refer to many ordinances or
priesthood blessings the initial ordinance of anointing Ps 22 1850
206 the use of consecrated oil to heal the sick james 514 the gift of the
oil 48 or the final
holy ghost often symbolized by the anointing with olive ohl
anointing of a person to be or become a king or a queen 49 in ancient israel
kings were anointed with olive oil the names christ and messiah also
mean the anointed one and accordingly the christ figure gives the needy
soul that which is of his very essence latter day saints recognize the
importance of being anointed in preparation to receive the blessings of
eternal life and LDS scholars find it interesting that in both scripture and
early christian tradition olive oil is symbolic of the holy ghost this is
because the holy ghost provides spiritual nourishment enlightenment
and comfort just as olive oil in the ancient near east was used for food

oil

A lotion

3350
1150
50
light and anointing 3150
wine the samaritan also takes his wine and lets it gush out into
epicheon
epiche6n
epi cheon the open wound helping to cleanse and disinfect it for some of
the fathers this wine represented the mystery of faith chrysostom the
doctrine or word of god origen or the exhortation to labor with the highest fervor of soul augustine eligius but others were quick to point out
that the wine is something that stings origen for god stings our
wounds with a declaration of judgment ambrose
the earliest christian interpretation associates this wine with the blood
of christ the blood of davids vine clement an idea with which latter
day saints would readily identify the redeeming blood of christ symbolized in the administration of the sacrament purifies the body and soul the
administration of the wine which cleanses and purifies the body and renews the covenant of baptism potently represents the atoning blood of
christ accordingly the good samaritan brings not only physical help but
also the saving ordinances of the gospel this atoning wine may sting at first
but it soon brings healing and purity and becomes soothing and comforting

and set him on his own beast and brought him to an inn and took care
him
ofhim
of
ofrim
set him on his own beast the early fathers uniformly saw in this
phrase a reference to christ s own body fulfilling the prophecy that the servant will bear our sicknesses matt 817 quoting isa 534 augustine said
that to be placed on the beast is to believe in christs incarnation for in
the flesh jesus bore our sins and suffered for us certainly christ carries
each of us into salvation the allegory however does not say that the
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ii the compassionate service of the samaritan illustration by rudolf schafer
from a 1929 german edition of the bible published in stuttgart
FIG

11

samaritan carries us on his own back or flesh the story says that the victim is placed on the samaritan s own beast which might represent christ s
yoke or some other extension of his power such as the priesthood missionaries or other agents through whom christ ministers in bringing people
into the church although the text does not specify what kind of beast is
involved it may well be an ass pre
prefiguring
figuring a sharing of the lord s beast of
triumphal entry with christ allowing each person whom he rescues to ride
as the king himself
inn for the early christians this element readily symbolized the
church the holy church or the universal church of god in his latin
translation of
origen s homily containing the words of one of the elders
oforigen
jerome adds a reference to the stable but the inn katalume
kat alume of luke 271
27
meaning a guest room should not be confused with the inn pan
docheion of luke 1034 meaning a public house interestingly the story
in no way indicates where the inn is located or where the robbers attack so
the samaritan may take the victim back up the road toward jerusalem
beginning his ascent back toward the holy state
the ideas of a wayside inn a public shelter or a hospital all of which
are implicit here offer meaningful symbols for the church of christ it is
not the heavenly destination but a necessary aid in helping travelers reach
their eternal home those within the inn are cared for temporarily and
those who work there expect the samaritan to come again perhaps with
other victims in need of their care
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took care of him christ stays with the injured person and takes care of
him personally the entire first night the lord does not turn the injured
person over too quickly to the innkeeper he stays with him through the
darkest hours As origen commented jesus cares for the wounded not
only during the day but also at night he devotes all his attention and
activity to him

and on the morrow when he departed he took out two pence and gave
them to the host and said unto him take care of him and whatsoever thou
spen dest more when I1 come again I1 will repay thee
spendest
on the morrow chrysostom assumed that this refers to a time after
this life after the holy resurrection but ambrose and augustine saw here
a prophecy by jesus that he would be resurrected that he would come
again after easter or after the resurrection of the lord in other words
christ ministered in person to his disciples for a short time for one day
and through that night but on the morrow when he departed that is
after his death resurrection and ascension he left the traveler in the care
and keeping of the church for latter day saints however the dawning of
the new day in the life of the rescued victim naturally relates to the beginning of the convert s new life enlightened by the true light
two pence early on irenaeus origen and the elder saw these coins
which would have borne the images of caesar as symbolizing the image
of god the father and his son the one being the identical image of the
other heb 11
ia 3 chrysostom and ambrose however found here a reference to the scriptures specifically the old and the new testaments while
augustine identified them with the two instructions on charity or love
luke 1027 one might suggest that they could also represent in modern
times the two priesthoods
priest hoods or any two witnesses to the truth
because the two pence denaria would represent two days wages
these coins could well represent making adequate provision for the needs
of the person through the stewardship of the church if jesus is saying 1 I
will pay you for two days work then he may also be implying that he will
return on the third day 51
moreover the amount of money involved here was probably not arbitrarily selected two denaria or one half shekel was the amount each jewish man had to pay as the temple tax each year 52 by paying this amount
the samaritan may be saying symbolically that he has now paid that obligation for the hapless traveler providing the means for him to be in good
standing within the house of the lord
innkeeper chrysostom and augustine saw the innkeeper as paul but
isidore suggested that the innkeeper could represent all of the apostles or
their successors who preached the gospel if the inn refers to the church in
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general however the host could be any church leader who takes responsibility for the nurturing and retaining of any rescued and redeemed soul
when 1II come again the christ figure promises to come again a ready
allusion for several commentators to the second coming of christ the
unnamed elder and chrysostom or to the day of judgment ambrose As
janielou
Dani elou notes the greek word epanerchesthai is the same word that
dani6lou
danielou
danl
appears one other time in the new testament in luke 1915 referring distinctively
tinct ively to the time when christ will come again to judge who has done
what with the talents or pounds they have been given these two occurrences of epanerchomai are the only uses of this word in the new testament significantly heightening the strength of this eschatological element
in the allegory of the good samaritan 53
repay or reward the innkeeper is promised that christ will cover all
the costs whatever you expend the root of the greek word prosdapanao
spend ing freely even to the
means not only expend but also implies spending
point of wearing out or exhaustion 54 the expectation is that the stewards
over the church will drain themselves in carrying out their responsibilities
and that the lord will make them whole in the day of judgment
beyond that the new testament text implies more than simply that
the samaritan will reimburse the innkeeper upon his return he will reward apodidomai the worker generously and appropriately while the
word apodidomai can mean simply to repay a debt as in matt 1825 34 it
18 speaking of god s great rewards to
is also the word used in matthew 64
6418
the righteous he shall reward thee openly and in matthew 1627 he
shall reward every man according to his works as well as in luke 198 to
restore fourfold
the innkeeper is therefore assured that eternally all
storn thus saw the samaritan s pledge
chrysostom
his effort will be worthwhile Chryso
as a promise of bestowing a crown of justice and a payment worthy of
your labor accordingly this final significant element in the story gives
the assurance that all those who do the lords bidding will receive a just
and generous reward in the day of reckoning compare matt 2540 based
as irenaeus said on the increase we have produced
perhaps more than any other element in the story this promise of the
samaritan to pay the innkeeper whatever it costs in effect giving him a
blank check has troubled commentators who try to visualize this story
as a real life event who in his right mind in the first century would give
such a commitment to an unknown innkeeper especially considering that
hostelers
host elers were often thought to be disreputable but when the story is understood allegorically it becomes clear that when the samaritan christ makes
this promise and gives the innkeeper his charge they already know and
trust each other quite thoroughly 55 otherwise the ending of the parable
limps rather badly for why else would the innkeeper exhaust his resources
on behalf of the victim if he did not already know and trust the samaritan
11
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auegorizations
i A summary of patristic allegorizations
and LDS types and shadows of luke lo
10

TABLE

1

patristic auegorizations
allegorizations

LDS

a man

adam

went down
from jerusalem
to jericho

left paradise

all mankind
left premortal existence

luke

10

types and shadows

presence of god
a telestial world
the world
fell
fallen state sins
straying pride
satan evil forces
satan expected trials
among robbers
losing immortality
stripped him
stripping authority garment
effects of ofdisobedience
blows of mortality
disobedience sin
wounded him
god did not allow more
required to depart
departed
left him half dead soul is immortal
two deaths
by chance
not by the original divine plan
na
law and prophets
those with partial authority
priest and levite
lacked higher power to save
could not help
passed by
samaritan
christ guardian
christ most humble despised
knowing him and seeing all
saw
na
had compassion
misericordia
pure love ofchrist
of christ
to be a neighbor
succoring him in need
went to him
bound his wounds teachings rules
binding covenant
pouring in
gushing forth and filling up
na
oil
soothing hope
healing anointing holy spirit
wine
atoning blood
stinging reprimand
with helper triumphal rescue
on his own beast body of christ
inn
the church
church but not a final destination
jesus personally cares for all
took care
church accepts all
after resurrection
on the morrow
dawning of new day born again
father and son two testaments two days annual temple tax
two denaria
the innkeeper
apostles paul
any church leader
when 1I come again second coming
second coming
suitable reward
cover all costs reward well
repay
a heavenly place

thus the story of the good samaritan works very well as an extended
allegory for the plan of salvation all of its elements fit meaningfully into
an allegory of the fall and redemption of mankind en casing many allusions to divine sacred sacramental ecclesiastical and eschatological symbolic elements especially from a latter day saint point of view this
completeness
odthe
of the text in terms of ofcompleteness
interpretation offers a strong reading ofthe
coherence insight and outlook this may be its best reading even beyond
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the elements recognized by the early christian commentators the following factors have heightened significance for latter day saints the universality of all people coming down from the premortal world to this earth
the holy temple symbolism of jerusalem the stripping of the garment the
implicit reference to the first and second deaths in being half dead the limitations of the aaronic or lower priesthood the pure love and succoring
condescension of christ the anointing with oil the washing away of sins
through the blood of the savior the necessary role of the church in assisting in the work of the plan of salvation and the prospect that each faithful
servant of the lord can and should go and do like the savior himself in
helping to bring to pass the eternal life of all mankind
QUESTIONS AND FURTHER reflections

thinking about the implications of this allegorical interpretation of
the good samaritan raises several questions of various kinds that call for
further exploration in each case additional research sheds positive light
on this interesting and I1 think important understanding of this story one
of the most significant and influential stories ever crafted and told by the
savior the purpose of the remaining sections of this article is not only to
legitimize this allegorical interpretation but even more to explore some
of its attractive implications

the loss of the allegorical approach
on learning about the broad allegorical design of the good samaritan
one quickly wonders why have people not heard more about the early
christian approach to the good samaritan before when did the story of
the good samaritan lose its primary allegorical signification seeing it as
an allegory of the plan of salvation discloses a whole new range of powerful meaning in the traditional parable when and how did this understanding get lost
it is clear that the allegorical interpretation remained the dominant
understanding of this new testament passage at least well into the middle
ages as is evidenced in the stained glass windows of several european
cathedrals even into the protestant reformation the allegorical or christto
ological interpretation remained the basic understanding 56 it was so
deeply ingrained that even martin luther retained all of the basic elements in the traditional allegorical interpretation because he rejected the
efficacy of the catholic sacraments in bringing about the salvation of
mankind luther made a few small adjustments seeing the oil and wine
as simply symbolizing the gospel and the samaritans
Samar
samaritana
itans animal as the
cross thus in his sermon on august 22 1529 luther worked through
each element in the parable commenting allegorically on such things as
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the love of god the samaritan as the image of christ the robbers as the
devil the plight of the victim as the helplessness of mankind and the inn
as the christian church 57
the rise of humanism scholasticism individualism science and secularism during the enlightenment coupled with calvins strong antiallegor
58
stance58
ical stance
and capped off with the dominantly historical approach to
scripture favored in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries eventually
diminished the inclination of scholars to see much more in this text than a
moral injunction to be kind to all people59
people59 and a criticism of organized
religion as not having the power to benefit mankind 60 in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries the christological interpretation almost com61
pletely disappeared 1161
As leslie barnard points out the great german scholar von harnack
described allegorization as a species ofbiblical
of biblical alchemy but barnard is
62
with barnard those who
right that such a view is facile in the extreme 1162
enjoy the identification of multiple levels of meaning in the words of jesus
and who recognize that the parable of the good samaritan need not necessarily have had only one original simple meaning in jesus eyes may well
lament the loss of the original inclination to see this parable as an allegory
61
unfortunately this approach has been largely overwhelmed
or typology 63
in recent years by the critical historical or sociological approaches strongly
preferred today in modern biblical scholarship

the strengths and weaknesses of historical approaches
how have modern biblical scholars approached the story of the good
exegeses
samaritan where do they focus their attention most modern exegetes
have concentrated on historical matters in an effort to explain the real life
significance of details in the story significant studies have been published
for example on the following subjects
i
1

the animosity that existed between
the time of jesus

2

3

the jews and the samaritana
itans at
Samar
samaritans

61
64

the rabbinic

debates at the time of jesus over the meaning of the biblical law on loving one s neighbor 65
jewish sayings on the priority of mercy based
hesed over law or sacrifice
commenting especially on hosea 66 for 1I desired mercy and not
sacrifice

1166
66

4

the ritual purity laws that might have inhibited

5

levite from helping the injured traveler 67
the apostasy of the jewish religious leaders in first century judaism 6861

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1999

a jewish priest

or the

39

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 38, Iss. 2 [1999], Art. 4

the good samaritan

89

6

the infestation of robbers that made it dangerous for people to travel

7

from jerusalem to jericho or in the hill country or desert wadis during the days of jesus 69
the illegality of importing oil from samaria into judea 70

8

the filthy and dangerous conditions of wayside inns in the ancient

9

world 71
the commercial status of debts incurred at public inns in that era

72

building on these pieces of background information most of these commenta tors have sought to intensify the central ethical message of the
mentators
samaritana
Samar itans can serve to
parable for example hatred between jews and samaritans
emphasize the shamefulness of not showing kindness to anyone in need
even if the needy person falls outside of one s own accepted religious or
societal group petty technicalities concerning blood or corpse defilement
can be used to accentuate the idea that charitable deeds are more important than priestly purity 73
other approaches of course have been taken by modern interpreters
some have applied reader or audience response analysis to the narrative 74
and others have employed redaction criticism literary criticism or text
linguistic criticism 75 but for the most part interest in historical factors
has predominated
As interesting and as instructive as these historical details may be
however they often run contrary to the plain ethical reading of the parable
let alone its overall allegorical thrust for example while it may have been
hard for a jew to admit that a samaritan had been a neighbor to the injured
man we know nothing about the ethnicity or occupation of the beaten man
himself despite the fact that some commentators flatly state that the one
1176
76
and others have even been so bold as
who is robbed and beaten is a jew 0176
to figure that he is a notoriously dishonest jewish merchant whose itinerant lifestyle prevents him from observing even the most basic laws concerning food preparation and purity 77 for all we actually are told in the
text the man who is left half dead may be a samaritan or a gentile or a
pious jew his identity is unstated but without knowing his identity we
know little about the social nature of the samaritan s compassion hence
historical information about such things as the hostility between jews and
samaritana
Samar itans the illegality of importing oil from samaria into judea the
samaritans
need to show mercy to foreigners 78 or the issue of jews showing kindness
lytes 79 while interesting issues are largely irrelevant to the actual
proselytes
prose
to proselyter
story and superfluous to one s becoming or being like the savior if jesus
purpose was to instruct people to be kind to those outside one s normal
circle of friends he should have clearly identified the victim for instance
as a jew or a roman jewish debates may have prompted the lawyer s questions but they did not dictate jesus answer
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likewise concerns about priestly impurity may be a red herring after
all the man is not yet dead and thus corpse impurity num 1911 12 is
not a live issue moreover in jewish law saving life was a high legal obligation for all people one is under an express affirmative duty to save and
protect any person in physical danger if thou seest him drowning in the
river or robbers attacking him or a wild beast coming upon him thou art
80 jewish law
duty bound to save him 11180
derived this rule from leviticus 1916
thou shalt not stand idly by against the blood of thy neighbour and
concerning the risk of attempting to rescue someone who is already dead
7081
1181
81 moreover
doubt there operates in favour of life 7181
logic requires that the
problem of corpse contamination could not have been a major legal impediment in any case of rescuing a person from life threatening distress
for such a concern would have necessarily presented itself in every case of
saving life 82 while
wofle a narrow legalistic definition of the term neighbor
wbfle
might relieve a person of this duty to rescue just as it would shorten the
tether of the second commandment lev 1918 a supposed concern over
corpse impurity adds nothing in support of excusing a person from rescuing
a victim in such a case and thus is irrelevant to the logic of the story
similarly all of the historical information about robbers in the countryside surrounding jerusalem may heighten a modern reader s awareness of
the dangers to which travelers were exposed at the time of jesus but this
information may actually undermine the effectiveness of the parable why
would any traveler in his right mind go out into such an area alone knowing those risks a historically sensitive audience would have been puzzled
by the implausibility of jesus tale does this man go down from jerusalem
recklessly or irresponsibly likewise the foolishness of the samaritan in
giving an innkeeper an open financial account would not seem to help the
audience in encouraging them to go and do likewise and to think more
deeply about the fuller meaning of the story
thus paying too much attention to historical detail may actually derail the richness of the story jesus contemporary listeners probably would
have been thrown off balance from the outset of this scenario precisely
because this hypothetical fact situation ran contrary to the social or historical norms of the day in a similar fashion the parable of the prodigal son
also begins with a situation that was at least deplorable when that son asks
his father to accelerate the distribution of his inheritance while such a transfer by a living father to a son was higl
lly
ily
liy irregular under the jewish laws of
highly
inheritance in jesus day 83 rather than shedding great light on these parables such anomalies would have been the audience s first clue that these
fhy
bly historically but typologically
stories were not to be understood primar
fly
primarily
the same realization should tip off modern readers that overemphasizing
historical details will lead them down wrong roads as well
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previous LDS commentaries

how have latter day saint commentators interpreted the parable
LIDS
LDS
llos writers have published too little about the good samaritan to allow
lios
one to speak of an LIDS
LDS interpretive history with respect to this text
although some LDS writers have sensed the depth of doctrine embedded
in this episode normally the story has been passed over by writers or
speakers as if it offers little beyond the patently obvi
obvious
obri OUS 84
of those who have paused to write about this text most have fallen
into line with the ideas emphasized by modern protestant historicism
elder james E talmage focused his few comments largely on historical
observations about the dangers of traveling and jewish samaritan hostilities indeed jesus story seems so richly realistic that elder talmage ven85
tured the opinion that it may even be true history as well as parable 1185
of
course an actual event may have stood behind parts of this story and allegorization and historicity need not be mutually exclusive
robert matthews has accented the polemical setting of the lawyer s
question in rabbinic arguments in judaism around the time of jesus and
interprets the parable as a stern warning against what he sees as the jewish
attitudes of intellectual line drawing 86 keith howick similarly perceived the
narrative as antidialectical
anti
and anti
antirabbinical
dialectical
rabbinical the parable exemplified
the selfish nature of judaism common at the time of jesus urging modern
people to avoid the mind set of the lawyer who asked his question from a
stilted narrow and unloving perspective and instead teaching people to
3087
1187
87
no longer be bound by duty but by love 3187
placing emphasis on the negative historical backdrops frequently mentioned in connection with this
story however may lead us to make unfair judgments after all jesus was a
jew not all jews were dialectical fanatics not all jews hated the samaritana
Samar
itans
samaritans
and the feelings of the priest and levite remain unstated while historical
caricatures simplify certain extremes and occasionally drive home important messages they usually do so at the expense of many other valuable
insights and attitudes that can enrich our reading of the text
taking a strong christ centered but still fairly elemental approach to
this text brent farley
parley has astutely read the story as a reflection of jesus the
samaritan being born into an unpopular race as a jew as a symbolic
depiction of jesus atonement for sinners and as encouragement for people
to accept the savior s atoning payment by showing mercy and love to
their fellow beings themselves 88 farley
parley is the main LDS commentator
besides nibley mentioned above who has stepped even a short distance
beyond the historically based approach usually taken to this parable by
modern writers however as a paradigm of the human condition and the
plan of salvation the story embraces a broad symbolic view of human
progress that extends well beyond this basic connection noted by farley
parley
and nibley between the samaritan and jesus himself 89
14
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an eternal imperative
one may next wonder does the allegorical reading diminish the moral
force of the parable lan
ian mcdonald has expressed the concern that in the
hands of the fathers the parable loses its provocative moral challenge it
becomes instead a confirmation of the faith of the church 90 fred craddock who offers a strong ethical interpretation of the story by emphasizing
the great energy expended and the dangers risked by the ceremonially
unclean samaritan to act with love expecting nothing in return worries
that often poor analogies trivialize the text 91 the entire allegorical
approach should not be judged however by its weakest exemplar any
more than the entire historical approach should be dismissed because of
the silliest of any historical assertions rather than detracting from the
moral implications of this story an allegorical reading that is solidly
grounded in the plan of salvation enhances its power to motivate ethical
conduct while there is obviously great value in approaching the parable
temporally and moralistically the allegorical approach adds an important
eternal perspective to the moral guidance offered by the good samaritan
As werner monselewski
Mon selewski rightly concludes in his extensive survey of the history of interpretation of the good samaritan one need not force a choice
between ethical or nonethical interpretations emphasis can be placed
sometimes more on the ethical aspect and other times more on the theo1192
92
logical aspect 3392
the two do not exclude or threaten each other
under girds the ethical force of this story by
the allegorical foundation undergirds
supplying this narrative with its unique christian rationale without the
gospel of jesus christ the story of the good samaritan is just another ethical tale with no greater moral force than one of aesops
aesoph fables without the
background of the plan of salvation and the purpose of this mortal existence the parable lacks a compelling moral mandate in which case its
principal remaining rhetorical motivator is shame one should stop to help
the victim because it would be shameful to be like the insensitive priest or
uncaring levite when it is superimposed upon an underlying awareness
of the plan of salvation however the lesson of the parable gains an eternal
mandate that impels moral conduct one should stop to help the victim
because this will help to bring about the kingdom of god on earth and
bring to pass the eternal life of man this reading positions deeds of neighborly kindness within an expansive awareness of where we have come
from how we have fallen into our present plight and how the binding
ordinances and healing love of the promised redeemer and the nurture of
his church can rescue us from our present situation provided we live worthy of the reward at the time of his second coming in this view even the
smallest of these deeds are not to be seen as trivial acts of politeness or
common courtesy but as the way to follow in the footsteps of the savior
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himself by helping to save lives both physically and spiritually the allegory thus confirms the entire purpose of this existence no wonder jesus
told this story not so much to answer the question who is my neighbour but ultimately to respond to the query what shall I1 do to inherit
eternal life

the lawyers questions
where then does an allegorical reading of this story leave the second
question asked by the lawyer the main scholarly objection to any allegorical reading of this parable arises from the specific context in which
luke relates this story namely in response to the question who is my
neighbour after telling his story jesus did not return to the first question but only to the second question when he asked which now of these
kest thou was neighbour unto him that fell among the
three thin
thinnest
thinkest
thieves
luke 1036 this is where the pericope in luke ends if we are
to understand that the story of the good samaritan is about christ himself rescuing all of mankind how is that story responsive to the lawyer s
second question
in addressing this query some have wondered if the story of the good
lists questions or if
legalists
samaritan originally belonged in the setting of the lega
luke took two separate accounts one dealing with the two great commandments
mand ments and another about rescuing those in need and worked them
marm has concluded
into a single narrative on the one hand eta Linne
linnemann
28 over the question
the dialogue of the scribe with jesus in luke 1025 281
who is my neighbour was linked in the course of tradition with another
catch word
dialogue of a scribe with jesus in luke 1030 371
37 in which the catchword
I
91
joseph fitzmyer also holds that only secondneighbour also occurred 93
arily has the story of the good samaritan been joined to the preceding
questions of the lawyer since it does not really answer the lawyer s second
1194
94 many other biblical commentators note that the story seems
question 3194
to be forced into the context of luke 1025 28 and that it does not legally
settle the question of defining who is one s neighbor 9 5 according to this
view the original form of this encounter is preserved best in mark 1228 34
which discusses the issue which is the first commandment of all
mark 1228 without the aid of a parable of mercy 96
if it should turn out that the good samaritan story originally stood
separate from the lawyer s questions this would not be troubling for present purposes in fact it might actually strengthen the argument in favor of
interpreting the tale allegorically and acontextually As a freestanding story
it could readily serve as a symbolic kingdom parable or as a parable of self
reference to jesus quite independent of the legal question about the definition of the term neighbor
1

11
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on the other hand perhaps one should not give up too quickly on the
connecting context presented by the gospel of luke by responding to
three objections that have been raised by scholars against the lucan setting
howard marshall defends the lucan context of the good samaritan mar
shall points out 1i that in the larger setting of luke 1029 1113 we find an
exposition in chiastic order of the two commandments and so the lawyers
lawyers
question is integral to the overall context and has not been downgraded by
luke 2 that the connection between the question and the parable is not
contrived but grows out of the close link between the terms love and
neighbor in leviticus 1918 and 3 that luke s faithfulness to his sources
and the palestinian nature of the story argue against the idea that the parable is merely a redaction of mark 1228 34 97
similarly william stegner has mounted an interesting argument that
because the words do live and a any man are found in leviticus 185 ye
shall therefore keep my statutes
which if a man do he shall live in
them which was arguably interpreted in the conventional exegesis of
jesus day as applying to the world to come we should understand that
the legalist was asking jesus to interpret the meaning of that specific passage and that in telling the story of the good samaritan apparently jesus
was simply following the conventional exegesis of leviticus 185 of that
day thus closely linking the lawyer s question and jesus mode of response
As interpreted by rabbinic logic leviticus 185 confirmed that any ordinary
man who studies the torah will enjoy eternal life as much as a priest
levite or israelite 98 against the backdrop of this schematic stegner argues
an ordinary samaritan becomes as good as a high priest in attaining eternal life
additionally one might point to an interesting array of wordplays
word plays that
bind together the lawyer s question and the story of the good samaritan
gerhardsson
son advances the idea that in hebrew words for neighbor shepGerhards
herd and samaritan are close enough to suggest that the lawyer s question
and the parable of the good samaritan indeed belonged originally to each
other linked through leviticus 1918 for here there is a play upon words
of the same kind as we find in the jewish midrashes
mid rashes where it is a matter of
serious exegetical principle
the pericope lk 1025 37 was a unity from
the first 99
thus arguments can be mounted for as well as against the original
linkage between the lawyer s second question and jesus parable of the
good samaritan if that question and the parable were originally connected as luke reports perhaps even more potent than philological or
rabbinic evidence the allegorical message of the parable may offer the
strongest corroboration of all for that linkage for the lawyer s original
question was not who is my neighbour but what shall I1 do to inherit
11
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eternal life
luke 1025 jesus answered that first question precisely with
a story that depicts the plan of salvation the course of mortality the fall
sin facing certain death redemption through christ being restored to life
and enduring to the end in righteousness the real issue was not the second
question but the first from which jesus was not distracted the story of the
good samaritan seems out of context only when the first and primary
question is forgotten
the lawyer was not prepared to understand all of this that jesus was
the good neighbor that people should love christ the neighbor as themselves or that every person who comes down from heaven to this earth is
not only one s neighbor but also a spiritual brother or sister but if the
lawyer was able to understand even part of the allegory enough that he
would go and do like the samaritan he would be set on the path that would
eventually lead to his goal of inheriting eternal life when jesus concluded
his instruction with the injunction go and do thou likewise luke 1037
he was inviting the lawyer to consider his own divine potential to do like
the savior himself and in so doing to become eventually like the savior in
enjoying eternal life

hearing the intent of jesus
then that jesus intended anyone in his audience to understand the story of the good samaritan as an allegory referring to himself
and the plan of salvation it would easily appear that he could have
expected some to hear and understand jesus usually intended his parables
to be understood at several levels after he had told the parable of the
speak est thou unto them in parables
sower his disciples asked him why speakest
matt 1310 jesus answered some people know the deeper meanings of
things pertaining to the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven but to others
it is not given matt 1311 As joseph smith went on to affirm the parables were all plainly elucidated by jesus to his disciples 100 and many of
those elucidations were allegorical 101 presenting truths so plain and so
glorious that every saint in the last days must respond with a hearty amen
102
assuming that the parable of the good samaritan was also
to them 11102
intended to be understood as having a deeper meaning we underestimate
the story if we do not look for a second level of meaning in this text if the
allegorical interpretation followed for so many years among christian
readers is not to be accepted as the deeper mystery behind the story then
what else might serve us with such an esoteric reading
moreover many of the parables and analogies in the sayings of jesus
103
the light john
contain some element of self reference to jesus himself103
himself
812 the living water john 410 the bread of life john 648 51 the good
shepherd john ioni
1011
loii
ioli the true vine john 151 the rock matt 724 the
all
ail
ali
ah of these images can refer to jesus himself in the parable
gate matt 713
Is it possible
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of the wheat and the tares jesus is well understood as the farmer who
bowed good seed in his field and wisely allows the wheat and tares to
sowed
grow together until the harvest matt 1324 30 in the parable of the sower
matt 1318 23 jesus scatters his words which fall on variously receptive
soils in the parable of the wicked tenants matt 2133 39 jesus clearly
refers to himself as the son and to the wicked husbandmen as the chief
priests matt 2145 in the parable of the wise and foolish bridesmaids
the bridegroom represents the coming lord matt 251 13 indeed this
manner of interpretation is recommended in the new testament itself in
john 539 jesus admonished people to search the scriptures in particular
to find ways in which the scriptures testify of him and thereby find eternal
life in keeping with these practices and instructions of jesus the story of
the good samaritan also refers to jesus himself and to the mysteries of the
kingdom in his gospel of salvation given this rhetorical environment
would not a discerning audience have been conditioned to look for and
indeed to expect to find some reference in the story of the samaritan by
jesus to himself who himself had been called a samaritan by people in
jerusalem john 848
11

implications for finding the historical jesus

can one then suggest that the historical jesus taught a concise plan of
salvation that went well beyond a mere proclamation of the coming of the
kingdom of god knowing the scholarly fire storms that swirl around any
attempt to speak definitively about the historical jesus most scholars would
probably not venture an opinion about how much of the allegorical meaning jesus himself actually intended but if one may assume as many do
that jesus wrote himself into this story in the figure of the samaritan then
the invitation is open to see many of the other allegorical meanings in the
story as originating with jesus as well
no one doubts that jesus created and told the story of the good
samaritan even the jesus seminar in its critical search for the authentic
words of jesus places luke 1030 35 in red the group s highest attribution
of authenticity 104 the seminar recognized that the parable challenged a
jewish audience to include a different ethnic group within their definition of the term neighbor and seeing the story as a metaphorical tale that
redraws the map of both the social and the sacred world the seminar regarded this parable as a classic example of the provocative public speech of
05
jesus the parabler
parables
par abler 105
the jesus seminar and most new testament scholars would go this far
but no further for the historian jesus is permitted to speak on legal and
social issues but not on theological or ecclesiastical matters that restriction however anachronistically presupposes a modern distinction between
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church and state between religion and politics bright lines between those
domains did not exist in western thought until perhaps as late as the enlighten ment from an ancient perspective jesus is at least as likely to have
lightenment
been a provocative parabler
parables
par abler on theological issues as on political questions
one cannot prove of course that jesus intended his tale to be undersoterio logically or theologically as the typological analysis suggests
stood soteriologically
but if people dismiss this possibility on the grounds that jesus did not
make theological or ecclesiastical statements their argument begs the quesjesus story of the good samaritan itself may be just such a statement
tion for jesusstory
indeed on other occasions the historical jesus used such concepts as
robbers or adam and eve in his regular course of theological instruction
when he called the temple merchants a den of thieves robbers
mark 1117 he conjured up not only political but also prophetic images
jer 711 and by logical extension he found in the genesis narratives
important instructions regarding the theological underpinnings of the law
of divorce matt 194 7
the historical jesus also regularly grounded his ethical teachings in a
theological matrix he spoke in the sermon on the mount and the sermon
on the plain about compassion and love if the story of the good samaritan bears any similarity to any other new testament text it is closest to
1106
matthew 543 48 and luke 627 36
36106
those two texts explicitly state theological motives for showing mercy and brotherly love in bringing to earth
the kingdom of heaven god senneth
sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust
matt 545 and be ye therefore merciful as your father also is merciful
luke 636 it is not hard to imagine that jesus similarly grounded the ethical message of the good samaritan in theology as well
if jesus intended his audience to see the path to eternal life in theological and ecclesiastical as well as ethical terms many opinions about who
jesus was and what he taught would change drastically in this regard the
evidence of the plan of salvation found in the good samaritan may be a
stone rejected by the builders to paraphrase Ps 11822 mark 1210 it is
always possible that the allegorical understanding of the early christian
fathers was first detected in the story retrospectively after the death and
resurrection of jesus but it all fits so well with the plan of salvation that it
seems improbable that the creator of this parable was unaware of the symbolic payload that its words easily carry it may well be the premier place in
scripture where the savior himself teaches the plan of salvation during his
mortal ministry

not an isolated case
do the scriptures speak allegorically about the plan of salvation on
other occasions other allegories of the plan of salvation are indeed to be
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found in the scriptures and elsewhere in early christian literature these
clear instances of allegory increase the plausibility that jesus intended the
story of the good samaritan to be understood allegorically as well the use
long standing place in israelite scripture 107 in jewish wisof allegory has a longstanding
dom literature before the christian era 108 and a most interesting example
is found in the early christian hymn of the pearl this text is a beautiful
example of another allegory conveying the paradigm of the plan of salvation of mankind coming from a premortal state to be tested to be given
robes powers and the ability to overcome the adversary 109 thus seeing
the story of the good samaritan as an allegory is in keeping with the world
of early jewish and christian literature
while the modern mind seeks a single right answer to the meaning of
a text ancient jewish and christian writers and readers expected texts to
convey meanings at multiple levels the school of rabbi ishmael taught
keth the rock in pieces ie just as the rock is
breaketh
and like a hammer that brea
split into many splinters so also may one biblical verse convey many teachings 110 in each passage of scripture origen sought a bodily or literal sense
a soul or moral sense and a spiritual or allegorical sense likewise jesus
parables
the great parabler
par abler would not have expected his audience to listen with only
one ear

enriched reader response

one of the great strengths of seeing the good samaritan as an allegory
that it allows listeners in the audience to identify at different points in
their lives with virtually all of the characters in the story readers may well
ask themselves with whom in this allegory should the listener identify
the richest reading draws the reader in at various positions though the
action of the samaritan is at the center of the parable as polyvalent it
II
invites us to identify with the other characters nl
when this account is reduced to a historical one level parable the listener gets the impression that the only role with which the listener should
identify is that of the rescuing good samaritan christ surely intended that
all people should see themselves as the samaritan in a physical sense and
also as saviors on mount zion in a spiritual sense aiding in the cause of
rescuing lost souls assisting in the work and glory of god in bringing all
of god s children to eternal life through this story people should learn
that they should strive to go and do like jesus who cast himself in the role
of joseph in egypt who also said in rescuing his brethren this do and
12
na
live gen 4218 n2
disciples however may also want to think of themselves as the
long term recovinnkeeper and go and be like that man who tends to the longterm
ery needs of the injured traveler he too is neighbor to the one who falls
is

1 1
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among the robbers eventually it is the innkeeper who is promised the
samaritan s reward it also even becomes possible for a listener to identify
with the lord s beast guided by the savior and helping him to rescue souls
or again the listener may identify with the traveler himself 11313 As the
story begins the audience sympathizes with the traveler and listeners are
invited to put themselves into the position of this unfortunate person
james gordon stresses this as the original turn of the story 1 I believe that
jesus was really suggesting to the lawyer that he should place himself in the
14
114
traveller114
position of the wounded traveller
understood from this angle the story
becomes a commentary on the golden rule seeing that you should do
unto others as you would have them do to you there is power and virtue
in positioning oneself initially not as the christ or the rescuer but as the
identification with
person in need of being saved more existentially
the victim relativizes our notions of how we can receive the graciousness of
115
god it often comes from those least expected 11115
thus a listener may identify in different ways with each of the characters in this story accordingly we might at times call this story the parable of the distressed traveler or the parable of the loyal innkeeper

symptoms of the apostasy

of this study is the collecting of evidence that
shows how the christian understanding of the parable of the good samaritan changed over time most modern critics simply lump all of the early
allegorical readings of the parable into the same hopper without recognizing that meaningful variations existed from one interpreter to another in
several respects the core elements of the allegory remained constant from
one writer to the next but as time went on and as christian doctrine moved
A significant by
product
byproduct

further and further away from the first century certain key elements grew
fainter and eventually dropped out of the picture
for example very early in this development clement expressly stated
that the man who goes down represents all of us but most of the later
writers identified him only as adam those early christians like origen
who understood the doctrine of the universal premortal state of all man
kind116
kind 16 could have readily recognized the man as a representative of all
humanity who have come down from a premortal world not only as a
depiction of the primal parent
likewise chrysostom recognized the man s robe as a concrete symbol
calling it a robe of immortality or robe of obedience while later interpreters saw this element more metaphorically as the covering of spiritual
grace or simply as immortality dropping the thought of actual robes or
garments from the discussion
origen came close to noting the concept of the second death in his
identification of being left half dead commenting that the soul is immortal
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and cannot be killed clement perceived that the wine has something to
do with the blood of christ as the son of david irenaeus understood that
the samaritan by giving the two coins entrusts to us meaning all christians the duties of being fruitful in caring for the household of god these
potent early ideas however gave way to duller and more blatantly didactic associations in the writings of the later fathers or faded from recognition entirely
tou
toh as the apostasy moved
cases such as these suggest that time took its toll
century by century father away from original christianity As a full understanding of the plan of salvation faded from consciousness the ability or
proclivity of christians to detect in the allegory of the good samaritan the
full mystery of that plan of salvation also diminished in respect to certain
important details
As I1 have explained elsewhere and for similar reasons the prophet
nephi predicted that the apostasy would involve at least three stages with
respect to the scriptures first plain and most precious parts would be
taken away from the gospel second many covenants of the lord
would be lost and third plain and precious things would be taken away
17
significantly much can be lost in the
from the book i ne 1326 28 117
way of understanding especially from the kinds of knowledge that come
from proper covenant making ordinances without losing much in the way
of actual text
11

objections to an allegorical approach
it should not surprise us then that some people lacking a full understanding of the plan of salvation have rejected the value of this allegorical
reading out of hand of course different people may simply prefer differ
ent approaches to literary criticism or textual interpretation but we may
still wonder what evidence or attitudes motivate their objections As far as
I1 can see the reasons proffered against a typological or archetypal allegorical reading of this parable have not been overwhelming
C H dodd an important protestant oxford classicist of the mid
twentieth century simply viewed the allegorical approach with abhor11118
118
perverse118
such a gross sentiment on dodd s part
rence calling it quite perverse
should probably be attributed to the flowering of positivism and the excesses of historical realism that were in their heyday at oxford at that time
As john donahue points out although some allegorizations may have
become fanciful the malleability of allegory need not be viewed as a soft
19
ilg
reading or as an interpretation lacking in rigor 119
darrell bock a recent evangelical commentator readily concedes that
Schur marm have shown that the samaritan represents
egelkraut and schurmann
jesus 120 but then he goes out of his way to denigrate all other allegorical
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features of the story efforts to allegorize other aspects of the parable fail
the man leaving jerusalem does not equal the adamic fall nor are the robbers satan the priest does not represent the law nor the levite the
prophets the parable focuses on basic morals and compassion not salvation history the text gives no basis for reading the parable symbolically 121
no reasons are stated for these claims beyond these bald proclamations
I1 suspect that bocks evangelical theology drives him to reject so vehemently any such allegorical allusions to salvation history after all for a
person who believes that salvation is obtained solely by confessing one s
faith in jesus the story of the good samaritan should have ended with the
injured man simply looking up at the christ figure and declaring 1 I have
been saved
similarly father joseph fitzmyer generously acknowledges the longstanding allegorical exegesis in his own catholic tradition but he discounts
it on the ground that such a reading is based on ideas that are extrinsic to
the text 122 but this objection proves too much for the same logic would
preclude the possibility of any symbolic meaning behind most of the parables of jesus for in most cases symbolism is not intrinsically self evident
or overtly stated in any text fitzmyer concedes that luke would be the
first to stress the love of jesus for the afflicted and distressed of humanity
123 one
parable123
but he asserts that is not the point of this so called parable
wonders why not and can the parable only have one point in addition
fitzmyer willingly traces this extrinsic allegorical material back to the second century with marcion and irenaeus but again one wonders may the
larger allegory not stem from christian understandings even a step or two
earlier than that
joachim jeremias concluded that none of luke s parables should be
read as allegories because luke does not explicitly give them an allegorical
interpretation jeremias argued that various layers of tradition in first
century christianity differed widely in their use of allegorical interpreta124
tion 11121
to support this claim he tried to distinguish the voice of jesus
from the work of matthew the hand of mark or the influence of the early
church especially in light of the surprising absence of allegorization in the
gospel of thomas 125 regrettably jeremias passed over all of luke in a single
paragraph while he rightly observed that luke drew heavily on the explicit
allegorical tradition lying behind him when using his synoptic source
materials jeremias saw in the rich collection of luke s unique parables no
126
examples of allegorical interpretation 11126
he based this conclusion on the
absence of overt evidence in luke that spells out the intended allegorical
interpretation but the absence of such pointers does not necessarily preclude an inherent allegorical dimension in the lucan parables especially in
a case such as that of the good samaritan which was given to answer the
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lawyer s questions in an obviously symbolic manner

one finds in jeremias

the odd conclusion that although the origin of allegorization is evidently
127
soil 11127
the lucan source parto be found in the first place on palestinian soll
ables indisputably from palestine were originally free from allegorizing
11128
128
interpretations 03128
but maybe not the argument from luke s interpretative silence is weak especially in light of the text s inclusion of the lawyer s
formative questions at the outset that make an interpretive postscript
unnecessary perhaps luke gave his future scholars too much credit assuming that they would get the allegorical or christological message without needing to have it all laid out for them
thus the objections raised against the use of allegory in reading the
good samaritan are not particularly persuasive reticence to embrace
the idea that the parable envelops an allegory of the plan of salvation may
be less a result of logic and more a reflection of the loss of clear knowledge
about that foundational plan
A turn

toward allegorical thinking

of course not all modern scholars turn away from allegorical or multivalent readings one may even ask if the allegorical approach has made
something of a comeback in recent years in some literary circles indeed
several recent interpretations of the good samaritan have gone beyond the
limits of historical criticism leading fitzmyer to acknowledge that many
modes of exposition most of them allegorical and extrinsic including
ecclesia logical sacramental or soteriological readings have
ecclesiological
christological ecclesialogical
129 several
reasons may account for
not been wanting in modern times 11129
this resurgence
some scholars such as father janielou
Dani elou are drawn to the value of the
dani6lou
danl
danielou
ancient tradition as an antidote to modernity he concludes it is legitimate
to see in this parable one of the most admirable expressions of the plan of
salvation and when the theologians borrow from its terminology this is
not fantasy but legitimate development in the transmission of the meaning
130
of the parable 11130
more modernist interpreters such as ian
lan mcdonald correctly draw
ist
historicist
on critical theory to point out that all readers including the historicism
historic
131
readers unavoidably bring their presuppositions to the text 11131
using
postmodern insights mcdonald shows that the parable may not be as
simple as people have usually assumed 132 through the use of reader response
analysis and the view of the victim from the ditch mcdonald concludes
that the parable crafts an image of divine reality invading the conventional
world of first century palestine the fathers were right he emphasizes
133
to look for something beyond the literal or historical dimension 11133
11

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1999

53

BYU Studies Quarterly, Vol. 38, Iss. 2 [1999], Art. 4

the good samaritan

103

in a postmodern age other readers may be more willing to ask with
leslie barnard what if the parable of the good samaritan did not have
134
eyes134
allowing also for the posone original simple meaning in jesus eyes
lity of an allegorical or archetypal reading requires no flight from
sibility
sibi
reality into a world of make believe or the use of some inferior art
11135
33135
135
forms135
forms
this sort of interpretive work is not to be discarded by a more
enlightened and critical age but is an essential part of what is an ongoing task the theological and spiritual interpretation of the new testa136
ment a task which must be attempted in every age 11136
A

stronger allegorical reading

surveying all of the foregoing readers in this latter day age may thus
ask Is it possible in light of the restored knowledge of the plan of salvation
to see the parable of the good samaritan in stronger allegorical terms than
ever before indeed the restored gospel of jesus christ offers a deep spiritual reading and reinstates a more coherent flow of thought into the parable s allegorical subtext than is found in the traditional expositions
it must be conceded that the patristic allegorization suffers at certain
disjunctures
junctures for example one begins with
points from jarring shifts and dis
the man representing adam but by the end of the story the victim has
inexplicably transmuted into a representation of all people who are
brought to the church one feels the allegorical ground shifting beneath
the reader s feet another problem arises when the bandages and the
wine are said to represent the teachings of christ but one would
expect teachings to be conveyed at a time of instruction by the innkeeper
or church leader who transmits the instructions of the gospel and not to
be introduced by the samaritan at the agonizing point of the victim s near
death and incoherence likewise the beast seems to be a poor representation for the body of christ when the christ figure is still in the picture
walking alongside the animal 137 incongenial points such as these in the
traditional interpretation have left the patristic exegesis vulnerable to complaints that it is too facile and capricious to be taken seriously
latter day saint doctrine however lays alongside the parable more
congruously than do the traditional readings the plan of salvation as
taught by the modern day prophets offers an overriding framework that
embraces each element in the parable comfortably and sequentially the
LDS typology runs smoothly from beginning to end including the doctrine that the spirits of all mankind have come down from a premortal
sphere that all humans have entered into this telestial world have suffered
the effects of the fall have sinned and depend necessarily on the atonement
of jesus christ are washed clean from the effects of the fall by the gift of
our lord are carried triumphantly back into the fold are cared for by the
pure love of jesus need to serve and be served within his church strive to
11

11
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prepare for his second coming and ultimately are to go out and do for
others as the savior himself would do
indeed latter day saints may understand the plan of salvation and
readily recognize its relevance to the parable of the good samaritan precisely because they enjoy the blessings of the temple and the pearl of great
price which clarify the pattern of the fall and redemption that was established from the foundations of the world gen 1 3 moses 1 5 that
sequence clearly begins with adam and eve and all mankind moses 35 a
lone journey into this telestial world moses 51 and efforts by the great
impostor to attack 138 usurp authority 139 and destroy moses 513 18 57
the cycle ends in a step by step preparation through priesthood moses
67 anointing and washing moses 635 covenants moses 652 54 the
atonement of jesus christ and his comfort moses 659 62 and the buildpreparing the
ing up of zion and the kingdom of god moses tig
716 iq
19
world to greet the lord on the day of judgment and to receive the celestial
reward of eternal life moses 721 nothing is more naturally paradigmatic
for latter day saints than is this plan this road map of salvation the great
plan of happiness alma 428 a major element in the restored gospel of
O
140
jesus christ 0

conclusion
seeing the parable of the good samaritan asa capsule of the plan of
salvation offers a strong respectable reading of this text the strength
of seeing this text as an allegory derives largely from the fact that all the
elements in the story fit naturally and easily into place in the overall layout
nothing seems forced or contrived the pieces all interlock and fit together
as they should if they were designed to be understood that way A latter
day saint construction of the allegory makes even stronger sense of each
of its elements recognizing once again how the scriptures truly testify of
christ jacob 711
in light of these strengths it is not surprising that the basic elements of
this allegorical interpretation thrived as a very early christian tradition this
plain and precious reading was the dominant understanding of this story
among the early christian fathers variations that flowered on this stock
interpretation over the years evidence the vitality of a received understanding of the story put to use in various devotional or theological settings
these readings provide a second level of meaning to the parable a
hallmark of the teachings of jesus if this meaning is not the hidden mystery of this parable what other message of the kingdom should one seek
for in this story or should we think that in this one of the most effective
of all his parables jesus for some inexplicable reason had no divine kingdom message in mind
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moreover the allegorical or typological reading works better in some
ways than does the purely historical approach for example it solves such
problems as why a person would go down the dangerous road from
jerusalem to jericho alone or why the samaritan would give a blank check
to an unknown innkeeper if the story was intended primarily to reflect
historical reality it is hard to imagine such events actually occurring or
jesus recommending the latter imprudent behavior as a regular practice
even in the name of charity
rather the allegorical view focuses the attention of jesus and the
reader on the primary question asked by the lawyer about how one might
obtain eternal life only at the allegorical level does jesus answer involve
the plan of salvation the way of obtaining eternal life only in this way is
jesus response not evasive but directed at the primary question of the
lawyer at the same time the allegory also responds to the derivative and
narrower question about the definition of the term neighbor
this journey turned out to be longer but at the same time more interesting than 1I originally expected As I1 have shared these ideas with friends
and colleagues they too have found the allegorical approach to be intriguing and enriching at a minimum one may confidently conclude that
whatever else a person might think about the ultimate probity of the methods of symbolic interpretation seeing the parable of the good samaritan
as an allegory of the plan of salvation offers a powerful spiritual avenue for
recognizing that the same truths were taught by the lord jesus christ during his mortal ministry as were restored in this dispensation by the prophet
joseph smith knowledge of god s eternal plan of redemption indelibly
transforms and enriches the meaning of this quintessential christian text
for me the tale will never be the same again
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the image to the man restoring him to the image and likeness of god in which he was
originally created Irenae
uss argumentative use of the good samaritan in this way
irenaeuss
may give evidence that his orthodox readers already understood the story in a broad
authoritative allegorical sense otherwise he could not very well have assumed that this
allegorization would have carried much weight in rebutting his heretical opponents
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origen c 184 0 254 himself modified one but only one part of the understanding he received from one of the elders preferring an interpretation that kept some
people out of harms way origen argued that we should not think that the story of
the man who fell among robbers applies to every man but only to those who wrongly
and intentionally go down into vices and sins suffering the wounds of disobedience
accordingly for origen jesus the samaritan goes out intentionally with bandages
and oil in hand to rescue the wounded man who has caused his own misfortune just
as jesus goes out seeking the lost sheep of the fold who have wrongly strayed off the
path and away from the church
an of the
ail
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other than quibbling over this one detail however origen accepted all
other allegorical elements in the interpretation that was apparently current in his day

tt

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/byusq/vol38/iss2/4

58

Welch: The Good Samaritan: A Type and Shadow of the Plan of Salvation

108

byustudies
BYU Studies

thus origen

saw christ as this samaritan who bears our sins and exhorted all
of the righteous to be imitators of christ to pity those who have fallen among
thieves and to bear their burdens such an interpretation was consistent with the
conclusion that jesus gave to the story go and do thou likewise luke 1037 compare luke T johnson sharing possessions philadelphia fortress 1981 105 origen s
exhortation also harmonized with his limited reading of a man but it diminished the
audiences inherent identification with the victim who otherwise had symbolized all
people everywhere who are fallen and in need of being rescued
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chrysostom did not label the story the parable of the good samaritan but
rather the parable of him who fell among robbers and A certain man who went
down and fell among robbers he accepted all the standard allegorical components
in the traditional reading but used the story in the end mainly to show that the gospel
welcomes all the gentiles that when the gentiles do good it is because they shew the
work of the law written in their hearts and that the church the inn embraces all
people as the apostle paul taught
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to overcome the fall of adam in his lengthy commentary on the gospel of luke
ambrose emphasized the amazing mystery signified by the parable of the good samaritan he built upon the traditional approach and used it as a strong vehicle through
which to convey his message of the perils terrors and exile of mortality the bandages
are the stricter rules of christ that bind up our sinful wounds the wine that cleanses us
with judgment is stinging not soothing and without christ the samaritan we are in
a state of utter despair because of our poor and filthy condition from which he alone
rescues us
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Augu stines interpretation of the story of the good samaritan which he referred to as
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the story of the man who descended from jerusalem to jericho paralleled rather
mechanically the basic allegorical understanding promoted by origen s unnamed
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race from their wounds of sin and the inn symbolizing the apostles or their successors who rectify our predicaments through the gospel
vuln
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passersby do not come to his aid and rescue for him the main attraction in this story
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to jericho back to jerusalem or on to some destination better than either of them
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