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One day an expert in the Torah, the Law, asks Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life, 

almost as if he were looking for something to check off so that he can be assured of what comes 

next for him. It seems like a faithful question, doesn’t it? I don’t know about you, but I could use 

some simplification of the life of faith from time to time. Just tell us what prayer to say, what to 

think, or what to believe so that we can have the secrets to eternal life. 

 

What prayer is the right one to say to show how penitent you are when you’ve really messed up?  

What words are the ones that will bring healing for loved ones? So often, we want that simple 

answer. What do we need to do so that when this life is over, we can participate in life eternal? 

 

Jesus, however, turns the expert’s simple question about eternal life back at him, inviting him to 

share his interpretation of the Law. So the expert responds faithfully, “Love the Lord with all 

your heart, soul, mind and strength. And love your neighbor as yourself.” That’s it! Good 

enough! On my way! Right? 

 

The legal expert, however, pushes further. He wants a definition. Perhaps he wants to avoid the 

loopholes on judgment day. So he asks, “Who is my neighbor?” 

 

“Who is my neighbor?” That’s a good question in this day, isn’t it? 

 

Growing up in the 1980s in the northeastern suburbs of Detroit, my family had plenty of 

neighbors. We had next door neighbors on either side of us. We had a neighbor behind us and 

two kitty corner behind us to either side. I also knew the people in at least five houses across the 

street from us. We knew our neighbors by name, and they knew my parents and each of us kids 

as well. I know they knew us because some of them ratted us out when we were getting into 

mischief. How else could my parents have caught us in the act of climbing cherry trees in a 

neighbor’s back yard? 

 

Whether it was hanging our laundry together, sitting on the front porch at the same time, or 

leaning against the fence, there was a time when we knew what was happening in our neighbors’ 

lives and they knew what was happening in ours. We knew our neighbors by name and they 

knew us. I could answer the question, “Who is my neighbor?” 

Look at Me: 

“WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?” 
Luke 10:25-37 
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Today, however, is all too often a different story. Dawn and I have lived in seven neighborhoods 

in our married lives together. Do you know who your neighbors are? In most of our 

neighborhoods, our neighbors come and go; they move in and move out so quickly that we don’t 

get much of a chance to get to know them or their children, if they have them. I may know one or 

two of the families that live around me by name, but I don’t know them nearly as well as our 

neighbors knew one another growing up. And beyond those one or two families, we don’t really 

know the people in our neighborhoods very well. 

 

Perhaps this question that this expert in the Law poses for Jesus is not too far off base for us to 

ask today. “Jesus, just who are our neighbors today?” Do we still struggle to answer this 

question? Maybe we have more in common with the people of biblical times than we thought.  

 

Jesus answers the question for this expert in the Law with the all-too-familiar parable of the 

Good Samaritan. The problem with all-too-familiar parables is that they quickly lose their 

meaning for us because we know the story too well. We know where it’s going and where we’re 

headed with it. Yet, I want to challenge you to be open to hearing it in new ways this morning. 

Who is my neighbor? 

 

The story begins with a man who is walking down the road from Jerusalem to Jericho. We don’t 

know much about him. He was most likely leaving after a visit to the holy city. There was only 

one problem with this road. It was known at the time for being a pretty desolate road. In fact, it 

was quite common that thieves and bandits would take advantage of folks on this road. If you’ve 

ever traveled between Jerusalem and Jericho, you know that you’ll be going along a road with 

hills and even some of the Judean desert. It can be hot and isolating on that stretch of road. It’s 

easy for others to catch you by surprise as you come up over a hill or to come up from behind 

you as you’re walking along. The higher up a group of robbers sits, the better their vantage point; 

the more opportunity they have to take advantage of someone walking alone. 

 

So, come to think of it, what in the world was he doing walking down that road? This was no 

neighborhood for him to be in. He was out of his own element. It’s almost as if he was asking for 

trouble walking from Jerusalem to Jericho. If nothing else, he should have had someone with 

him that day. Perhaps he was dressed differently. Could it be that he stuck out like a sore thumb 

on that lonely stretch of road? If he would have just stayed in Jerusalem, he might never have 

encountered anyone along the way. 

 

But he headed out from Jerusalem anyway and eventually found himself at the hands of a group 

of robbers who stripped him, beat him, and left him half-dead on the side of the road. As he lay 

there dying, one can only imagine what it was like under the hot sun. Just then, a priest came by, 

noticed the man lying there, and walked by on the other side of the road. Not too much later, a 

Levite did the same thing. The priest and the Levite paid no attention to this fellow Jew that lay 

dying on the side of the road. They simply walked on by. 

 

Before the day is over, however, another man comes walking by; a Samaritan. Samaritans are 

neighbors to the north of Judah. Except, they are not really neighbors for the people of Judah.  

They’re really more like enemies. In fact, the people of Judah and the people of Samaria didn’t 

get along at all. Jerusalem was the holy city for the people of Judah. Samaritans were from the 
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former northern kingdom, and they were the first to fall away from the Lord. In fact, they even 

set up their own holy city in the north. How dare they? While they came from the same family 

tree, there was a definite split. People of Judah and Samaritans didn’t get along at all. They 

despised one another. 

 

Yet, it is the Samaritan that sees this man and has compassion on him in his predicament. Jesus 

says that the Samaritan goes over to the man who was left for dead on the side of the road and 

pours out oil and wine on his wounds. Wine is an antiseptic. Oil is a healing balm. He bandages 

his wounds, puts him on his donkey, or animal, and takes him to a nearby inn. After a night’s 

stay, he hands the innkeeper two denarii—that’s two days’ wages—and tells the innkeeper to 

take care of him until he’s well again. In fact, the Samaritan promises that when he returns 

through there again, he will take care of any of the difference. 

 

Jesus then turns to the expert in the Law and asks him, “Which of the three is the neighbor?” He 

doesn’t give him a textbook definition. He tells a story and says, “So who is the neighbor? Who 

is your neighbor? WHO is MY neighbor?” We don’t even need the lawyer’s answer to know 

how to answer that ourselves. 

 

“Who is my neighbor?” I find myself asking that question today as I think of the good Samaritan 

from the northern country. Who are our neighbors to the north in Pontiac or to the south in 

Detroit? Who are our neighbors that live each day in the Redford Brightmoor area?  

 

The Samaritan was a long way from home down on that road between Jerusalem and Jericho. He 

was out of his element. The priest and the Levite, however, lived in the same communities; or 

they were more like kinfolk for the man that was lying by the side of the road. When we think of 

neighbors, we think of these folks who live right next door. Yet, they just walked on by. 

 

Some folks say that the priest and the Levite walked by because they didn’t want to become 

ritually unclean, but the Law, the Torah, actually required them to help out another person. In 

fact, the Torah is filled with scriptures to care for the widow, the orphan, the immigrant in your 

midst, and those in distress. Ritual purity aside, they had a moral obligation to help out. Still they 

passed on by, leaving the man to die on the side of the road. Why? 

 

Maybe they knew that he was in the wrong neighborhood. Perhaps they feared what might 

happen if they stopped to help. They knew what kind of folks took advantage of this half-dead 

man and they didn’t want any part of that. Oh, we can think of a million reasons why they should 

keep walking, can’t we? Even when they knew the right thing was to stop and help. The very 

people who should help, just walked on by. 

 

Yet, the neighbor is the very one that you don’t expect to help. The very enemy of the man that 

lay dying on the ground is the one who not only bandages him up and takes him to the inn, but he 

sees to more than his healing. He offers him wholeness again. The Samaritan pays the innkeeper 

two days’ wages so the innkeeper can make sure that he gets better. 

 

Who does that for someone they don’t even know, let alone someone who is your sworn enemy?  

They had extreme differences in faith. Their people had been fighting with one another for years.  
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I can’t think of any of the neighbors growing up who would have willingly given up two days’ 

wages for those who lived around them. I’m not sure that many neighbors that you do or don’t 

know today would do that. We’ll do it for family, sure, but our neighbors? Our enemies? The 

folks who are theologically too far off from us? The folks who are from the other side of tracks 

or the other side of the political aisle from us? 

 

And even if we give up two day’s wages, would we take out an open-ended line of credit to see 

that someone is restored to wholeness, especially if he should have known better than to be at the 

wrong place at the wrong time? 

 

Yet, that’s exactly what the Samaritan neighbor risks. He is saying to the innkeeper that he’s 

willing to pay whatever it takes to see this man returned to wholeness. He’ll pay it when he 

comes back through. What if he takes too long to recover? What if he’s half-dead for a long 

period of time? That could be an expensive stay at the inn. What if the innkeeper is dishonest? 

“Who is my neighbor?” Better yet, “Am I a neighbor?” 

 

Are we neighbors to those who are lying on the roadside, left for dead? Are we neighbors to 

those who are battered and bruised by oppressive forces for who they are? Are we neighbors to 

those who have become victims of systemic injustices? 

 

Or are we more concerned about how they should have acted differently or stayed away? Are we 

willing to see those who have endured grave injustices simply lie by the roadside as we walk by 

on the other side? Or will we be moved with compassion to see them bandaged and provide for 

their return to wholeness? “Which of the three acted more like a neighbor?” asks Jesus. 

 

Do we walk by because we aren’t the ones who robbed him? Do we keep going because he 

should have heeded the warnings about that road? Do we stop by the road in compassion to bind 

up the wounds of someone whose life is different, whose experience is different, whose struggles 

have been different from our own, whose story we just don’t know fully? Or do we walk on by 

because it’s not our problem—he’s not our family; his story is not my story? 

 

Friends, could it be that today there are those who have been beaten and oppressed and lie dying 

at the side of the road because of systems and injustices that continue to keep them there? The 

question is not whether we’ll be the good Samaritan, or the do-gooder, or the philanthropist. The 

question is “Who is my neighbor?” 

 

Last week in article in the Detroit Free Press, retired Detroit police chief Isaiah McKinnon 

wrote: 

 

George Floyd could have been me. 

 

That was my first thought when I saw the video of Minneapolis police officer 

Derek Chauvin choking the life out of George Floyd. 

 

In 1957, I was a freshman at Cass Technical High School. As I walked home after 

speaking with my favorite teacher, four white police officers jumped out of their 
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cruiser, threw me against it and beat me severely. I hadn’t done anything wrong. 

Officers in the feared “Big Four” were well-known in the black community for 

brutally maintaining their kind of “Law and Order.” The more I screamed, the 

more they beat me. Time seemed to stand still as I saw the anger on their faces 

and the horror on the faces of black people who gathered around us, yelling for 

the police to stop. 

 

After what felt like hours, they told me to get my ass out of there. I ran home 

crying but did not tell my parents, fearful that it would put them in danger. I was 

14, the same age as Emmett Till when he was killed in Mississippi two years 

earlier. I was scared, angry and confused. Why did they hurt me?  

 

That day, I promised myself that I would become a Detroit police officer and 

change the Detroit police force from the inside.1 

 

Chief McKinnon went on to tell stories of how he and other black officers were treated when he 

became a rookie cop. How white cops used Lysol disinfectant to clean out police cruisers that 

had been used by black colleagues. He even stopped a group officers from beating three black 

teens when he was a supervisor. When he tried to press the issue, he was encouraged not to ruin 

the lives of those officers.2 

 

I don’t know how much closer to home it needs to get for all of us than to hear from one who 

saw this so directly. 

 

“Who is my neighbor?” asked the legal expert. “Who is my neighbor?” we find ourselves asking 

today. 

 

How we answer that question is a matter of life, certainly for those who are bruised and battered 

at the side of the road! WHO is my neighbor? How we answer that question with every action of 

our lives is a matter of life for all of us who claim to follow Jesus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 https://www.freep.com/story/opinion/contributors/2020/06/11/isaiah-mckinnon-former-detroit-police-chief-

restructure/5333368002/ 

 
2 ibid 

https://www.freep.com/story/opinion/contributors/2020/06/11/isaiah-mckinnon-former-detroit-police-chief-restructure/5333368002/
https://www.freep.com/story/opinion/contributors/2020/06/11/isaiah-mckinnon-former-detroit-police-chief-restructure/5333368002/

