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We turn our attention from the two readings that Lizz shared with us earlier in this service, to the 

Gospel of Luke and the next of our parables in this fall series on these stories that Jesus told.  In 

the tenth chapter of Luke’s Gospel, we pick up the scene shortly after the return of the seventy-

two.  Jesus had sent out seventy-two of his followers to go and minister in the places where he 

intended to later go himself, and they returned rejoicing and praising God for the wonders that 

had occurred throughout that time.  Jesus is speaking to this group, as well as to others who have 

gathered, when an individual in the crowd decides to stand up with a question.  This exchange 

starts with the 25th verse of the 10th chapter. 

 

An expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit 

eternal life?” 26 He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” 27 

He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your strength and with all your mind and your neighbor as yourself.” 28 And he 

said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.”  (Luke 10: 25-28) 

 

Note that there is a shift that takes place.  No longer a scene of Jesus speaking and preaching to 

this wider group of followers and lookers-on, the conversation is now a one-on-one dialog with 

Jesus on the one side, and this ‘expert in the law’ on the other.  We don’t really know the precise 

role of this expert in the law.  He may be a scribe or a pharisee, or he may be something else, but 

he’s akin to a lawyer or judge in our own judicial system, where he seeks to take the law that’s 

written and define what that actually means.  As an expert in the law, this man’s primary focus 

would be to articulate what is to live a life that is faithful to the Law of Moses. 

 

It's with this personal background and knowledge that this man stands to ‘test’ or to challenge 

Jesus.  He clearly doesn’t buy into the teachings of this unknown and uncredentialed Galilean 

who’s been out saying all these crazy things both inside and outside the temple, and so this back 

and forth begins.  “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The man asks.  ‘Why don’t you tell 

me?’  Jesus replies.  It’s at this point that the man turns back to those two different aspects of the 

law that emerged in the readings that Lizz shared with us, as he states that you should love God 

with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and your neighbor as yourself.  ‘That’s it!’  Jesus 

replies.  ‘Do that, and you’re good!’  Now, it’s here that it almost seems as though this whole 

thing is done.  The man asked the question, Jesus prodded a bit, the man said exactly what he 
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ought to say, and the whole exchange is wrapped up with a neat little bow.  Except, it’s not!  We 

continue the story with verse 29. 

 

29 But wanting to vindicate himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 

 

Take note of that question, because I argue that that question really is at the heart of everything 

that follows! 

 

29 But wanting to vindicate himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” 30 Jesus 

replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho and fell into the hands of 

robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and took off, leaving him half dead. 31 Now by chance 

a priest was going down that road, and when he saw him he passed by on the other side. 32 

So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. 33 

But a Samaritan while traveling came upon him, and when he saw him he was moved with 

compassion. 34 He went to him and bandaged his wounds, treating them with oil and wine. 

Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35 The next 

day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, ‘Take care of him, and 

when I come back I will repay you whatever more you spend.’ 36 Which of these three, do 

you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 37 He said, 

“The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”   

 

“And who is my neighbor?”  That, I contend, is the question that stands at the crux of this whole 

exchange.  This Parable of the Good Samaritan quickly leads to an endless list of creative 

reflections and interpretations.  People love to toy with the motivations behind the priest and the 

Levite, using ritual obligations and purity concerns to explain away their actions.  Some look at 

the danger of the area (after all, a man was just beaten and robbed there) as a reason for people to 

keep moving.  There are all sorts of things that people do in exploring this story, and there is 

litany of moralisms that emerge from that exploration.  We quickly travel down roads exploring 

our responsibilities to help others, our priorities in life, our need to see the problem and be part of 

the solution...  The list of reflections and interpretations is vast – and meaningful!  What we often 

miss, however, is that this parable is not some generalized fable meant to shape the moral 

character of the audience.  No, this story was a singular answer to a singular question.  The man 

asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbor?”  And, Jesus responds to that question with this story! 

 

The more I thought about this story, this week, the more I found myself considering the early 

pre-school lessons that seek to teach our children how to sort things.  In dozens of ways, with 

countless items, we work very early to teach our children how to discern the differences and 

similarities between things as we teach them to sort by color, shape, size, letters vs. numbers, 

school supplies vs. toys, the list goes on.  It’s an essential part of our mental development as 

children, but I’ve increasingly begun to wonder if that same lesson isn’t serving us quite as well 

as adults! 

 

With the midterm elections coming in just a matter of weeks now, and the mind-numbing chorus 

of berating and debasing ads flooding our televisions, computers, phones and more, I can’t help 

but think back to that sense of political idealism that existed some 20-30 years ago, where the 

theoretical divides were real, but people would still cling to this underlying notion that that 
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which unites us is far greater than that which divides.  We don’t hear that anymore.  I’m not sure 

how true that is anymore.  The sad reality is that division and separation increasingly stand at the 

center of our identity.  It’s seems that we are more and more defined by the sorting that goes on 

among us.  We are sorted by religion.  We are sorted by socioeconomic status.  We are sorted by 

ethnicity and zip code.  The list of distinctive divisions goes on and on and finds it’s pinnacle in 

which side of the aisle articulates your political perspective.  The sad reality is that division and 

distinction (over unity and commonality) increasingly stand at the heart of our identity, and 

perhaps even more to the point, at the heart of our relationships.  And, what I want to suggest is 

that this is precisely the issue that this parable is meant to address. 

 

Let’s go back to that question at hand to which Jesus is responding in this parable.  “Who is my 

neighbor?”  As we move from the first to the second portion of this exchange between Jesus and 

this man, we see that this expert in the law has shifted gears.  No longer quite as focused on 

‘testing’ Jesus, the man is now trying to define what the expectation is.  True to his role, he is 

trying to identify with clarity the extent of this expectation.  So, the real effort here is one of 

seeking to delineate the limitations.  This man is trying to define how far this has to go.  He’s 

seeking to name the constraints and articulate the boundaries of the expectations that he’s 

supposed to meet.  So, in truth, his question is not really, ‘Who is my neighbor?’  In truth, his 

question is, ‘Who is not?’  His question is where he gets to divide things, sort the ‘other’ out and 

draw a line that he need not cross.  That, at its core, is the question to which Jesus responds with 

this parable. 

 

The parable itself, of course, is one we know so well.  It’s one that invites us to consider the 

contradiction that exists between the role of the priest and the Levite as moral exemplars in the 

Jewish faith (who in Jesus’ narrative are set up as those who fall well short of the call) and the 

Samaritan, the one who is portrayed as the hero of the story, who would have by all accounts 

been seen by this expert in the law as very much the other who wouldn’t be worth his time.  

There’s a subtle detail, however, that I think we often miss, in the fact that Jesus never actually 

answers the question that is asked.   

 

The question that is posed by this man is, ‘Who is my neighbor?’  The question that Jesus 

answers is, ‘Who acted as a neighbor?’  The question that was posed by this man was, ‘Who do I 

need to view as my neighbor?’  The question that Jesus answered was, ‘To whom should I be a 

neighbor?’  The question that this man posed was, ‘What are the limits to the love that I am to 

share?'  The question that Jesus answer was, ‘'What are the lengths to which that love should 

go?’  To a lawyer trying to define and justify the limits he wants to place on the love he lives out, 

Jesus replies with this parable and shows us that love doesn’t define the neighbor!  Love seeks 

out the need and becomes a neighbor to them! 

 

The sad reality is that those pre-school lessons of sorting things by their similarities and 

differences have been taken to new heights in the socio-political climate of today.  The sad 

reality is that that proclivity towards sorting and dividing seems to be more and more second 

nature in the culture in which we live.  And, the result of all of that is that we quickly become 

that expert in the law seeking to define the extent of our love by drawing lines between us and 

those places and people to which we’d rather not go. 
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Jesus’ response to that tendency on our part, however, would be no different than it was to that 

man some 2,000 years ago.  Jesus’ response to our longing to draw lines about who is and is not 

our neighbor. and who does and does not deserve our love, is this story – this story that never 

actually answers the question of, “Who is my neighbor?” but instead brings to life the lengths to 

which love goes.  Jesus’ response to our desire to define our neighbor is the same as it was to 

that man some 2,000 years ago.  In faith, love doesn’t define the neighbor.  In faith, love seeks 

out the need, no matter what divides we might think could or should stand in the way.  In faith, 

love seeks out the need, and becomes a neighbor to them! 

  

 

 

 

 

 


