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Luke 10:25-37 
Preached at Stone Church of Willow Glen by Rev. Irene Pak Lee 
Sept. 22, 2019 
 

Who Is My Neighbor? 
 

“If your church disappeared tomorrow, would anyone notice?” This was the 
title of an article I read recently, along with several posts that have been 
published over the years asking this question. It might seem like a blunt 
question to be asking, but this question struck me in particular because as 
one of your pastors, I really want to know the answer to this question for us 
as Stone Church. Think about it, those of us in this room aside, if Stone Church 
disappeared tomorrow, would anyone notice? Would our neighbors, our 
community, and our world notice? Would we be missed? 
 
And does our self-perception of how you and I would answer that question 
match reality? 
 
In the particular article that I read, an interim Lutheran pastor is regularly 
asking these questions of the churches he is placed into that are going 
through any kind of transition. He shares a story that in one of the churches 
he first served in as an interim, the members claimed that they were world 
renown for their pumpkin patch sale every October. And so, as an informal, 
non-scientific, social experiment, he would walk around that neighborhood 
and ask folks that he ran into what they thought about said church or if they 
knew it. He said that sometimes he would be standing within blocks of the 
church or even within eyeshot, and almost every the time, those neighbors 
had no idea what church he was talking about. When he called it the pumpkin 
patch church, apparently that raised the success rate, but only to about 50 
percent.  
 
He even described one humorous moment where he was literally standing 
out in front of the church and asked a passerby if he could give him directions 
to that church. The man hmmm and hawwwed and the pastor went into great 
detail describing the church that was 75 feet behind him. Apparently the 
neighbor at some point said, “Oh, that church! Well, if you go down this street 
here and hang a right at the stop sign…” 
 
This particular story struck me because it was one way for the church to learn 
that they were not as world renown as they had perceived themselves to be. 
Many of them drove in from a few miles away to attend church there, and 
without even knowing it, they were not addressing the needs of the diverse 
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and changing demographic around them in their neighborhood. Their very 
own neighbors did not know who they were. 
 
As we as a church think about the different ways to infuse continued vitality 
into the life of our congregation, the question we need to be asking ourselves 
more and more is not only how relevant are we to those who are here and 
walking in our doors, which is important, you are important…but we have to 
always also be asking, how do we continue to extend Christ beyond these 
doors? Into this neighborhood? Into our community and beyond? If Stone 
Church disappeared tomorrow, would anyone notice? Do our neighbors know 
who we are? And who is our neighbor that we are called to serve? 
 
In our scripture reading today, we hear again the famous story of the Good 
Samaritan. But to set up the scene a little more, earlier in Luke 10, the 
disciples have just been sent out two by two into their surrounding 
communities, to bring peace and healing, and have returned with joy and 
good news to share with Jesus about what they had seen and done. Sounds 
similar to what will be happening after worship today during the adult 
education time with Rev. Sammie. 
 
Now I don’t know how long the lawyer has been standing there, but he’s 
heard this news and stands up, specifically, scripture tells us, to test Jesus. 
Something he’s heard in this exchange and sharing bothers him.  
 
And so he stands and speaks to test Jesus. “Teacher, what must I do to inherit 
eternal life?” And Jesus says, “Well, what do our teachings say? What do you 
read there? How do you interpret it?” And he replies, “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 love your neighbor as yourself.” And Jesus says, 
“You’re right! Do this and you will LIVE.” 
 
And wanting to justify himself-to make it seem more reasonable, he asks, 
“Who is my neighbor?” 
 
Because, surely, Jesus doesn’t mean just anyone, right? There have to be 
exceptions to this rule. It’s impossible to love just anyone as we love 
ourselves. There are rules and regulations, natural borders between people… 
language differences, socio-economic differences and the list goes on. So, 
Jesus, define neighbor. Who is my neighbor? 
 
To answer this question, we then we hear this famous parable where a man is 
traveling, beaten and robbed, left for dead. A priest sees him and crosses the 
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street. A Levite sees him and crosses the street. Two people who should have 
helped, who are expected to be loving and kind and generous are not. But, this 
“good” Samaritan, which is an adjective that is not actually used in the parable 
itself, by the way, this is the one who sees him and helps him and goes above 
and beyond to make sure he’s taken care of. Wow. That’s awesome. That’s so 
nice. 
 
And before we know it, by the end of the story, we think we get it and we have 
quickly placed ourselves into the Samaritan’s shoes and feel good about 
ourselves because yes, we can live up to the challenge of seeing the broken, 
the oppressed, the overlooked on the side of the street and help them out. We 
can be the savior in the story, no problem. We might have a tiny bit of guilt 
that we’ve been like the priest and the Levite, but from now on, we will try 
not to be like them who were supposed to be the obvious helpers and walked 
on by and crossed the street. We will live up to the challenge to be like the 
Samaritan and go and to likewise as Jesus says and taught. We are good 
neighbors. 
 
I mean, it’s not a bad lesson. It’s a good one, actually. But friends, it is so easy 
to simplify this story as a happy morality lesson and be on our way. I know 
I’ve done that. And without challenging ourselves too much, it’s easier to put 
ourselves into the shoes of the savior in the story-the one who does this 
wonderful compassionate deed because it makes us feel good-it puts us into 
the position of the one with power and privilege. We are the helpers. How is 
the one who was neglected, robbed, and hurt-the one receiving this care 
supposed to feel anything but grateful?  
 
Dr. Amy-Jill Levine, a Jewish scholar of the New Testament, teaches that if we 
ever hear a parable and think “I really like that” or, worse, fail to hear any 
challenge in it whatsoever, then we are probably not listening deeply enough. 
Parables were meant to provoke, to challenge, and to bristle at the listeners. 
If Jesus’ message here was simply, “go and be a good neighbor like this 
Samaritan and care and have compassion for someone in need” then he 
probably would have told the story differently. He would have told it more 
generically like person A walked by, person B walked by, but person C…that 
person had compassion and went above and beyond and took care of the one 
who had been robbed and hurt and left on the side of the road.  
 
But it was a Samaritan. And in case we’ve forgotten and need a refresher on 
the relationship between Jews and Samaritans in that time, plain and simple, 
they were enemies. Not only would the injured man not expect any help out 
of one of these horrible Samaritans, he probably would not have even wanted 
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any help from a Samaritan if he had a choice. This means Jesus, a faithful Jew, 
chose a despised outsider — someone unfit for friendship or any kind of 
interaction — to be the major character in the story. His choice was 
intentionally shocking and scandalous. 
 
And so, because parables are supposed to make us shift a little bit in our 
seats, I want you to take two seconds and imagine one of your greatest 
enemies. And if enemy is a weird term for you to use and think about, then 
simply think about someone you cannot stand. Oh, I know you’ve got 
someone in mind. It shouldn’t take long for most of us if we’re honest with 
ourselves. Got that person? 
 
So imagine that person, that enemy, that person you cannot stand, is the hero 
of this parable. That enemy you imagine is the one who shows compassion 
and mercy. What? You cannot imagine that? That’s right. Jesus’ disciples and 
the lawyer would never be able to imagine a Samaritan showing mercy either. 
And Jesus goes on and says that the enemy you imagine is the one who shows 
us how to live our faith in this story. Who would ever guess that Jesus would 
tell us we can learn about what it means to be a disciple, what it means to 
express Christ’s love, what it means to be a neighbor, from that enemy? From 
someone we despise or cannot stand? Why would you choose that person, 
Jesus?! 
 
And so when I place myself in the shoes of the Samaritan in this story, it no 
longer becomes easy to be the do-gooder or to listen and try and emulate this 
person. Because it should have been just as hard for the Samaritan to do this 
act of kindness for someone he detested as well. No one would have been 
surprised if he walked by. But he paid attention to the stirring of pity and 
compassion within his being. He somehow let go of the long history of hatred 
and divisiveness and did what was right for another human being without 
measuring the costs. It did not and does not make sense. 
 
Robert Wuthnow, a sociologist and professor at Princeton University, once 
conducted some research about why some people are generous and 
compassionate, while others are not. He found out that for many 
compassionate people something had happened to them. Someone had acted 
with compassion toward them in a significant way, and this experience had 
transformed their lives.  
 
And so, friends, even with an enemy and despised person like the Samaritan 
in the story, perhaps the reason he was able to extend care to his own enemy 
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is because he could not and would not forget when that kind of compassion 
and mercy was extended to him.  
 
This past week, a video went viral when two high school students, Kristopher 
and Antwain in Tennessee, decided to buy new clothes and new shoes for 
another student, Michael, in their school who had been bullied for wearing 
the same clothes every day. The video is of them presenting him by his locker 
in the hallway with the new gear, and this simple act of kindness and 
compassion was seen by millions of viewers. This act of compassion and 
mercy was shared with millions of people because we are living in a time 
where we need to know these kinds of moments still exist. The students did 
not anticipate or even know someone had been recording them sharing this 
moment. They just did it because it was the right thing to do. They were 
present to the moment and responded to the compassion they felt. 
 
And so friends, perhaps to live in the kingdom neighborhood of God is to 
remember when compassion and mercy was extended to us and then to see 
others with compassion…or as David Lose writes, “to see others in terms of 
how we are all joined by our need, our possibility, and our shared 
dependence on God’s grace and each other. It might mean receiving care from 
someone we despise.” And I would add, it might mean giving care to someone 
we despise. 
 
Who is my neighbor? Who is OUR neighbor? 
 
Jesus asked “Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man?” 
Other translations say “became” a neighbor to the man. Which of these three, 
became a neighbor to the man? 
 
I want to close with a poem the Rev. Shannon Kershner shared a few years 
ago, written and spoken by Micah Bournes, entitled, “Is Justice Worth It?” She 
notes that it could have been spoken by the Samaritan after his experience in 
becoming a neighbor with the wounded Jewish man in the ditch. It says: 
 

“. . . When it comes to justice,  

       it seems like you just can’t get ahead. … 

Something always tips and  

       people always ask “Is it even worth it?” … 

It rarely comes from people who labored  

       for years and have good reason to ask it.  

And you know why they never ask?  
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Those types of people become friends  

       with those who suffer, family even.  

Because it’s one thing to wonder  

       if someone else’s freedom  

       is worth fighting for.  

But when you begin to identify  

       with someone else,  

       commune with them,  

that’s when the question is no longer worth asking.  

That’s when it becomes offensive even.  

What do you mean is it worth my time? That doesn’t even deserve an 

answer.  

I don’t care how long it takes.  

I don’t care how many times we fail.  

I don’t care how little progress is made. You never stop fighting for your 

own.” 

 

And so friends, with the challenge of identifying and loving and becoming a 

good neighbor, to ALL of our neighbors, let’s make sure people would notice 

and miss Stone Church if we disappeared tomorrow. For your neighbor. For 

God’s vision of the neighborhood. Go and be likewise and live.  Amen. 
 
(Micah Bournes, “Is Justice Worth It?” To listen to the entire poem, 
visit http://vimeo.com/60349898) 
 

http://vimeo.com/60349898

