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Go and do likewise. The words constitute the ‘punchline’ of the familiar parable 
of the Good Samaritan that we heard as our second lesson at this morning’s 
service. Go and do likewise. But, having reminded you of that ‘instruction’, let 
me begin somewhere else. 
 
A few days ago, it was my pleasure to give a little talk to a group of clergy gathered 
in consultation at St George’s House; a kind of conference centre situated here 
within the Castle walls. In the course of that ‘presentation’, I found myself 
mentioning one or two words or phrases that, from various bits and pieces that I 
had read, had, over the years, stuck in my memory. Each of us has a collection of 
odds and ends that have just remained in the mind. They help to shape and enrich 
the mental landscape that we inhabit. 
 
I did not mention in that talk a couple of lines from the poetry of the seventeenth 
century cleric George Herbert that, since I first read them many years ago, have  
never left me. They come at the end of his poem called ‘The Sinner’. 
Commentators do not think it to be one of his better pieces of verse. It is certainly 
a bit ‘gloomy’. 
 
As the poet addresses God in what is most surely a prayer, he looks into his own 
soul, and confesses that he finds:  
 
“But shreds of holinesse, that dare not venture 
To shew their face, since cross to thy decrees.” 
 
When everything is weighed up, Herbert admits that he is in a pretty sorry sinful 
state: 
 
“The spirit and good extract of my heart 
Comes to about the many hundred part.” 
 
However, he pleads with God (and these are the words that have never left me): 
 
“And though my hard heart scarce to thee can grone, 
Remember that thou once didst write in stone.” 
 
Herbert alludes of course to the account of the Ten Commandments being 
inscribed on stone tablets and, with that in mind, he prays that God’s Law might 
be written in his own resilient heart. 
 
“And though my hard heart scarce to thee can grone, 
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Remember that thou once didst write in stone.” 
 
When, nearly four hundred years ago, Herbert pleaded with God to cure, soften 
and change his hard heart, he stood in a pretty long tradition of people who had 
prayed similar prayers. 
 
“Make me a clean heart, O God: and renew a right spirit within me” had been the 
words of the ancient Psalmist. And we prayed today through the Collect for the 
Seventh Sunday after Trinity: “Lord …….. graft in our hearts the love of thy 
name.” The Collect originated in Rome in the fifth century, before being translated 
by Cranmer after it had been prayed for more than a thousand years, and Cranmer 
has handed it on to us. 
 
“Lord of all power and might, who art the author and giver of all good things: graft 
in our hearts the love of thy name.” 
 
Obviously, Herbert was not alone in believing that there is something almost 
‘adamantine’ about the human heart. 
 
“And though my hard heart scarce to thee can grone, 
Remember that thou once didst write in stone.” 
 
The lawyer who came to Jesus to find out what he had to do to inherit eternal life 
might well have been (and let us give this ‘tester’ and ‘self-justifier’ the benefit of 
the doubt) a good-hearted man. He wanted to do his best. But it probably turned 
out that his heart was not big enough, or soft enough. 
 
In the course of conversation, he asked Jesus to define for him just who the 
‘neighbour’ is whom the Scriptures tell us must be loved. He wanted to know what 
the limits of his responsibility were; where the boundary was set. He had a legalistic 
mind. He wanted to live by the rules. 
 
Jesus told him a story about a Samaritan who had compassion on a seriously 
injured Jewish traveller. We have tamed and domesticated the story of the Good 
Samaritan but, when it was first told, it would have been a shocking story. The 
lawyer was being asked to learn a lesson from someone whom he would have 
regarded as an enemy; heretical and impure. 
 
Jesus did not answer the lawyer’s question in a direct way; did not define who the 
neighbour is. He simply gave an illustration of an act that no-one could deny was 
one of true neighbourliness. But in making the despised Samaritan the hero of the 
story, he undermined and shattered all conventional moralism, and declared that 
compassion knows no boundaries, does not operate according to the rules, and 
crops up in some surprising places. 
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When the lawyer admitted that the Samaritan had been the neighbour to the man 
who had fallen among thieves, Jesus said to him Go and do likewise. At the start 
of this sermon, I described those words as being the ‘punchline’ to the parable. 
The words do indeed ‘pack a punch’, for what they demand is that no conditions 
should be set to the love we give to others. We should love others, you might say, 
just as God loves us. 
 
But there’s the rub! This is of course just what we cannot do. It is far too risky. 
The heart clenches and hardens. We need protection from what might turn out to 
be some moral anarchy. We limit our neighbourliness to friendly deeds for family 
and friends and to putting the odd pound in the collecting tin, and congratulate 
ourselves on our doing good to others; being able to enjoy the ‘feel good factor’. 
Rather, when we hear those words Go and do likewise, we should fall to our 
knees, confess our incompetence, acknowledge the selfish motives in almost 
everything we do, and face the fact that if we are but to begin to respond positively 
to the words Go and do likewise we shall need God’s grace at every step along 
the way. 
 
For all that his poem, ‘The Sinner’ is not universally considered to be one of his 
best, and for all that the tone is thought to be a touch ‘gloomy’, I think it captures 
something of the essence of what has to be our response to the terrifying challenge 
that Jesus Christ always sets before us. 
 
“And though my hard heart scare to thee can grone, 
Remember that thou once didst write in stone.” 
 
 
 
 
 
The Right Reverend David Conner, KCVO 
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