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Who is my neighbor? 

Unless you are new to the church, new to reading the scriptures, this morning’s gospel story is likely to make you yawn. Even if you are not new to Church or scripture, if you have been partially listening to folk about caring for others you have, at least once, heard the story of the Good Samaritan. After all we now have Good Samaritan hospitals and Good Samaritan Laws in most states. In Louisiana it was once said that if you wanted to be a Good Samaritan you first had to drag the person you wished to help over to Texas because there was no Good Samaritan law in Louisiana.





I say that this story is likely to make you yawn because we have heard this story so many times we believe there is nothing new to be added to it. The only hope in preaching about it is that some folk may be hearing it for the first time and others may have forgotten about it and want to hear it again.





It seems, after all, a self-explanatory story. A lawyer comes to Jesus and asks a relatively harmless question: What must I do to inherit Eternal life?”  Jesus, sensing a trap, turns the question back on the man who replies. “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and withal our strength, and with all your mind, and your neighbor as yourself.” 







Now here was the problem for the lawyer. He really wanted Jesus to tell him if there was a loophole in the law where he could get away with ignoring his neighbor whoever that might be. He specifically wanted to know who was his neighbor. Was it the person next door to him? Was it anyone in the neighborhood? Was it, as he may have hoped, only fellow Jews? 









    Jesus, being a good Rabbi, did not answer the question directly. Rather, he told a story within which was layered more than the individual had asked for. The story was simple. A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away leaving him half dead. Notice that Jesus did not indicate whether the man was Jew or Greek: Pagan or Samaritan, or anything else. He was simply  “a man.”
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There was also no judgment about the man going down from Jerusalem to Jericho by himself. Jesus did not say, “There was a stupid man,” or, “There was a foolish man.” Obviously this was not a wise decision since, until about seventy years ago, this was a road that one traveled in the company of those who could protect you. Also, it also dropped quickly from Jerusalem in the mountains to Jericho, which lay below sea level.
 
A priest passed the victim of the robbery but stayed on the other side of the road, as did a Levite. Here were two Jewish men of the priestly cast who, again, for whatever reason, ignored this man. Jesus did not indicate why they chose not to help the wounded man. It is reasonable to believe they thought he was faking it and therefore it might be safer to ignore him. It was not uncommon for someone to lie on the ground and then attack those who came to their aid. It is also possible that the priest and the Levite were on their way to the Temple and, if they had touched the man and then discovered he was a corpse, they would have been made ritually impure and unable to perform their duties. Jesus did not condemn the priest or the Levite for their action. 




The Samaritan is not only an outsider but also a hated outsider. The exact origins of the Samaritans are a bit cloudy. Years earlier a split within Judaism came into being and the Samaritans rejected parts of the Jewish bible as well as choosing to worship at Mt. Gerizim instead of Jerusalem and from then on there was literally hatred between Jews and Samaritans. Even when Jesus spoke to the woman at the Well she said to him: “How come you, A Jew, are speaking to me, a Samaritan woman, for Jews do not speak to Samaritans.” 










Jesus had obviously taken a different approach to Samaritans as well as to the Romans. His was a mission of inclusion, of spreading the Good News of the Kingdom of God, meaning that God lived within the heart of the individual and that that relationship was more important than where or how one worshipped.





The lawyer and his friends would, by now, be sickened at the mention of a Samaritan and they probably guessed where this story was heading. The Samaritan was moved with pity, he had compassion on the victim. This is more than what the priest and Levite seemed to have had for the man. Even if they did not want to touch him, they 
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could have waited and got someone else to help him but they did not. This enemy of the Jews poured oil and wine on the wounds, bandaged them, and then put the man on whatever animal he had been riding and took him to an Inn. Not only did he pay for a room but he also said that whatever it cost the Innkeeper to take care of him he would pay when he returned.  At this point of the story, those listening to Jesus, especially the Lawyer who asked the question, would be either sympathetic to Jesus and the Samaritan or furious at Jesus for telling such an insulting story. Jesus asked the Lawyer: Who do you think was neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” We would expect the Lawyer to reply,  “The Samaritan, of course.” But he could not or would not say the word “Samaritan.” Instead he said, “The one who showed him mercy.” To which Jesus replied, “Go and do likewise.”








That’s the story in all its simplicity and depth. A simple message to go and show compassion to those whom we might choose to call our enemy and treat them like a neighbor.  But there is another side the story. There’s the story of the victim – the one who was robbed, striped, beaten and left for dead on the roadside in the heat of the day. Most of us would find it difficult to identify with the victim. We tend to be “safety orientated.” There are people who will not leave home without a handgun. We tend to avoid “those places” where there might be the slightest hint of danger. Most of us have not had to live in fear of bombs; the gang warfare of inner city life; or the gang warfare of drug smugglers. For the most part, we are a privileged people living aloof from such fears.










              
And yet, on the other hand, few of us can say we have not suffered at one level or another. Some of us have been robbed and stripped of our identity on the Internet; maybe even had our home broken into. Others have been robbed of energy because those whom we are working with choose not to pull their weight. Some of us have experienced injustice of one kind or another. And we have all experienced the emotional stress of our own defects of character. We could say that we have been left half-dead by our weaknesses and imperfections. How many of us can attest to having been stripped bare 
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by rejection and abandonment; stripped of our good name by those who robbed us of our reputation. Some have been robbed by those they considered friends who sought to ruin careers or reputations. 


 
 



Probably the most devastating aspect of being robbed and beaten emotionally and mentally is the discovery that nothing can be done to change our condition or relieve the pain.  We are as helpless as the victim in Jesus’ story and, although Jesus did not say the man prayed for mercy, we can take it for granted that he did.  



Here was man setting out on a journey minding his own business and attacked by people who may or may not have known him and left him devastated. In the end, it really makes no difference who did what to him or if he was innocent. Because we are not perfect we make mistakes resulting in emotional death. As Paul says “the wages of sin is death.”








 


The Good News is that there is help, there is hope. The Samaritan could have chosen to go the same way as the priest and Levite but he chose not to. Jesus could have chosen to live the life of any other Rabbi but he chose not to. Like the Samaritan in his story, Jesus chose a life of compassion and mercy and, in his life, we, as Christians, have found a perfect image of God. The Samaritan reached out unconditionally. Jesus reached out unconditionally. We, the imperfect, are loved without condition. Who are we to put conditions on how we love others?  This simple parable challenges and invites us to take risks for the sake of the gospel; to care for our neighbor and by that is meant everyone, everywhere; provide for those in need; have compassion even for those, and especially those, who are different from ourselves, whom we may even despise. 



By answering the question, “Who is my neighbor” with a story about a man left for dead, ignored by the religious leaders and helped by an enemy, Jesus gives us a perfect example of the love of God. This is not an intellectual answer but one in which love is made a reality through compassion in action.  We are invited to not only be Good Samaritans but also to understand what it means to be a victim and experience the love and compassion of a stranger; what it means to be imperfect and experience the forgiveness and love of God.  It is through experiencing this story as the victim that we 
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can come to grips with what it means to be loved unconditionally; by experiencing this story as victim we come to grips with our own imperfection. 



By experiencing this story as the Good Samaritan we understand more deeply our calling to be imitators of Christ. 







Let us, therefore, go in peace to love and to serve the Lord.
