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Never, never ask Jesus a question, particularly if you are a lawyer.  Apologies to 

Maarten.  Jesus rarely answers it anyway and you know he is going to put you on the 

spot.  The lawyer gets off to a good start.  Jesus praises him:  “You have given the 

right answer, do this and you will live.”  But the lawyer pushes further

 “And who is my neighbor?”  He was doing so well.  But Luke perceives more than 

curiosity in the question.  Luke explains with the phrase, “But wanting to justify 

himself.”  Already in the New Testament lawyers get a bad rap.  In matters of law, it 

is essential to be clear.  How could a lawyer know if he would break the law, love 

your neighbor as yourself, unless the key subject, neighbor, is defined?  How does 

one know a neighbor when one sees one?  Surely some boundaries can be drawn, 

some characteristics noted, same class, culture, color, living in the same block. But at 

stake is more than a definition.  The lawyer wants to justify himself.   Who doesn’t? 

How often we hear the claims:  “It’s only right.”   More often in our times, “We’re 

right.  I’m right.”  We keep insisting.   Maybe we even come to church wanting to 

justify ourselves.     

The woman is on the back side of the Interdiscount, not even along the tram tracks 

with more pedestrians.  Dressed in black, she crouches in the sun, as unmoving as the 

young men pretending to be statues, crumpled over like a faceless crow, with only her 

hand out.  She would be Roma, and probably the money will not go to her but to 

those who control the Roma system.  My coins will not help her escape.  I have 

justification. I pass on by.

Jesus is not kind to religious folk, caught passing by, caught taking care of systems 

rather than people, caught worrying about thinking right rather than doing right.  This 

little parable of Jesus has barbs.  Too bad for any Levite listening, or any pastor.   It is 



easy to be an expert in justifying oneself, lots of justifications.   Since I knew I would 

be preaching on this text, I have been paying attention to when I pass by.   Easy to go 

by the young couple with three dogs and a lot of beer cans around.  Less easy not to 

engage the man with the free paper of the homeless in front of the Migros.   More 

easy to keep my change away from the man who doesn’t sing well on the tram.   But 

we easily build up the defenses.  

Harder but maybe more important, is to ask what enables someone to stop, to put 

aside the agenda, even an important agenda, and help a stranger in need.   What kicks 

in so we can be the neighbor Jesus calls us to be?   What keeps Valerie or Andrew or 

Marit cooking for those coming to the soup kitchen?   What opens your heart to see a 

neighbor?

We need to be careful.   If we rely merely on an emotional response, we can end 

wasting our efforts.   After the Sandy Hook school shooting, one problem was 

figuring out what to do with the mountain of stuffed animals and toys that people had 

sent.  But the hungry kids in inner city Detroit don’t get many toys sent in response to 

their ongoing tragedy.  Being a neighbor is not just good intentions.  It is intent on the 

needs of the neighbor.

Another problem.   We are used to talking about the Good Samaritan, as if Samaritans 

were always and only good.  The first hearers of Jesus, would never had put the word, 

“good” before the word, “Samaritan.”   Maybe in our time it would be like saying the 

good mafia, or the good Boko Haran, or the good punk rocker.   Samaritans were 

considered apostate and deeply resented.   The example Jesus used for the neighbor 

would have shocked and offended his hearers.  Would we consider a Good Gypsy, 

helping us?  With Jesus, a neighbor  crosses boundaries.   The only defining 

characteristic for neighbor is someone in need.

But then we get frightened.   The hands out are so many, the problems so 
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overwhelming, the issues so complex.   It is easy to befriend the lawyer in the story, 

asking more questions, good questions, necessary questions when we have limited 

resources.  We justify ourselves.  Who is my neighbor?   We need to make some 

choices.   We cannot solve everything.   Jesus was not able to heal everyone of his 

time.   The systems oppressing the poor he did not break.  What he is able to break is 

our fear.  Even if I don’t speak English I can say bonjour to people in my building.  I 

can smile with God’s love.   I can invite those who speak English to church, a 

community not perfect, but letting Jesus pull us into becoming neighbors.  Jesus also 

breaks through barriers.  My neighbor is also the Syrian in the refugee camp in 

Jordan, for whom I don’t have a name or even a face, just rising need.    We sent 

some money to help an LWF project there.   Probably they could use a thousand 

times what we sent.   We cannot solve everything, but we can do a lot and we can do 

a lot more.

The lawyer sought to justify himself.  He is our friend.  We must figure out what is 

loving.   Nightly we are invited to become voyeurs of need on the TV not noticing 

that the intent is not to make us neighbors but to sell us Total laundry soap.  We are 

offered safe suffering, shampoo-sale suffering, suffering at a distance.   The question 

persists: “How can we survive in the midst of the need?  How do we keep from 

suffering too much from the suffering of others? 

Loving one’s neighbor is rarely easy, particularly the neighbor with a shawl, or the 

neighbor who smells bad, or the neighbor with whom we have no common language. 

But Jesus says that loving ones neighbor is to live.   That is his promise.  When we 

love, we live.  When we see a need and try and bind up the wounds, when we search 

for the way forward on behalf of someone else, we know we are alive.  To be a 

neighbor is too difficult and costly for sentimentality. The neighbor is in the midst of 

struggle, trying to find healing even with few options, wondering whether one is 

being taken for a ride, probably being taken for a ride, not really knowing what is the 

most helpful, and still looking for the loving response.   To be moved with pity like 
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the Samaritan, or to be moved with anger, an alternate translation, and to turn that 

emotion into care is to be human, and to know our humanity.  The vulnerability of the 

other is our own vulnerability, the vulnerability of Jesus present with us.  Even our 

work can be part of being a neighbor.  If we dedicate part of our time so the money 

earned goes to help others, it changes our work.  We are not just hammering away. 

We are neighbor, and Jesus is alive within us.   

We can face the critique that we only help others because it makes us feel good.   It’s 

better to feel good loving others, that to love oneself hoping to feel good.   Mother 

Theresa said, “I have found the paradox, that if you love until it hurts, there can be no 

more hurt, only more love.”   In loving our neighbors, whether far or near, we come 

face to face with our own inadequacy, but also with God’s grace.   Sometimes, we 

pass on by.   But when we stop, and our hands and spirits get bloodied, then a 

Samaritan, who happens to be good, comes by, washing us, and putting us on her 

shoulders and carrying us to the place of healing and shelter.   The command of Jesus 

is really grace, because Jesus knows that when we are a neighbor, we are truly alive. 

Of course, this afternoon or tomorrow, we will pass by someone in need.  We might 

not even see it.  We might even justify ourselves.  Then Jesus tells a story and asks a 

simple question.  Who is the neighbor?  

Few of us can continue to be neighbors on our own.  We need each other to 

continually remind each other that love is possible.  When we get tired, someone 

sings, “you raise me up” and the seas don’t seem so stormy, nor the mountains so 

high.  Together we hear the Gospel and we know that Jesus is our neighbor.  We 

nourish each other’s faith.  We pray for each other, that spiritual wisdom and 

understanding will flourish and our lives will become worthy of the Lord, not 

because we have justified ourselves, but because God’s word has come near, in our 

heart and in our mouths. We have neighborly good news to share.  

One day when we feel spent, the Good Gypsy will stop and offer us aid.  When our 
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spirits languish, terrified to draw too near, we will learn each other’s anguish, and 

with love that casts our fear find our wounds bound.   The Good Gypsy will carry us 

to the place of shelter, paying for our care.

Then we will no longer need to justify ourselves.  We will no longer ask who is my 

neighbor.   We will discover the good neighbor we have become.   Amen.
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