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Allen Pruitt

“The one who showed him mercy,” he said.

You get the sense that he could barely utter the words.
That lawyer could barely bring himself to say out loud

anything good about a Samaritan,
even if it was only in a story.

The lawyer replied through gritted teeth:
“The one who showed him mercy.”

There is too much to say
about why this lawyer would be so upset

at the prospect of a “Good Samaritan”,
but it’s enough for us to wonder,

“If Jesus was telling me this story,
who could he talk about that would upset me?”
Who could Jesus name as the hero

that would make me barely able to speak?

In the wake of ALL of last week’s violence,
who are people naming as hero
who are people blaming
what is being said

that leaves you barely able to speak?
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This lawyer has done everything right.
He has come to Jesus with big thinking,

asking big questions,
“Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”

Eternal life,
the kingdom of God,
heaven itself:

call it whatever you want,
it’s the ultimate,

and this lawyer wants to know what it takes.

He comes out swinging for the fences.
And for a moment there,

it seems as though he’s belted one.

Jesus asks him,
“What is written in the law?”

The lawyer jumps straight to the heart of it,
not listing some ritual law about sabbath keeping

or hand-washing
or keeping clean,

but saying clearly and without hesitation,
“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.”

That’s it!
He did it!

“You have given the right answer;
do this, and you will live.”

YOU WILL LIVE.
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But though this lawyer has started off big,
now he takes it as small as he can,

asking Jesus to be clear,
to narrow it down for him,

“And who is my neighbor?”
Just who do I have to love like this?
Exactly who am I supposed to love

like I love myself?

Which one is a neighbor to the man?

Living on North Greenwood Street
we don’t have your typical set of neighbors,

nobody I can run next door and borrow a cup of sugar.

There’s the guy who cleans up the Clark-Holder parking lot;
there’s an assorted cast of characters

who tend to leave Burger King wrappers in the yard,
and there’s the firetrucks

on their way to what I always hope is a false alarm.

Who is my neighbor?
When I don’t have much of a neighborhood,

who is my neighbor?

Maybe I don’t have any.
Maybe my neighbors

are just all the folks that show up here at church;

that’s easy;
that’ll do.
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But Jesus is making it clear:
neighbors are never easy,
and they aren’t just close by.

Neighbors meet you out in the wilderness,
on the road between cities

and they go out of their way to love,
whether it makes good sense or not.

—————————

That lawyer started out big.
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?”

The kingdom,
heaven itself.

But eventually he turned small.
“And who is my neighbor?”

The funny thing is,
Jesus doesn’t even answer his question.

Even in his backwards,
preacher logic,
story-telling way,

Jesus does not tell the lawyer who is his neighbor.

No, he tells the lawyer how to be a neighbor.
Who was a neighbor

to the man left for dead
by the side of the road?

“The one who showed him mercy.”
“Go and do likewise.”
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Jesus is making it clear:
he doesn’t care who your neighbor is;

everybody is your neighbor.
he cares what kind of neighbor you are.

How can we be a neighbor?

In a year when most of us
are more exercised against one candidate or the other

than we are for any particular candidate,
How can we be a neighbor?

In a world which seems more violent than ever,
but is perhaps just more inundated with high definition video cameras 

on every cell phone,
How can we be a neighbor?

When terrorism grips every part of the world,
How can we be a neighbor?

And again we ask:
How can we be a neighbor?

When just these last few days have shown us the worst kind of violence
and indeed also the worst kind of response to violence,

How can we be a neighbor?
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Violence leads only to violence.
“You have heard it said,

you shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.
 But I say to you,

you shall love your enemies
and pray for those who persecute you.”1

The author of 1 Peter took it even further:
“Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse;

but on the contrary,
repay with a blessing.

It is for this that you were called - 
that you might inherit a blessing.”2

Offer a blessing:
No matter who you sympathize with,

they are your neighbor.
Offer a blessing:

No matter who you blame,
they are your neighbor.

Offer a blessing
for the cops who have impossible jobs

Offer a blessing
for the people who die in a swirl of fear and panic:

We are each one of us,
neighbors.

 Matthew 5:43 NRSV1

 1 Peter 3:9 NRSV2
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Jesus reminds us that we are all of us neighbors.

And he reminds us
that being a neighbor is hard work,

with a big reward:
do this and you will live.

There was a priest and a Levite,
and they passed the man by.

When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. preached on this text,
he saw two questions,

one asked by those who passed the man by,
and another asked by the one who helped.

Those first asked this:
“If I help him,

what will happen to me?”
Might I be robbed?
If he is dead,

might that make me unclean?

The man who helped,
he asked this:

“If I do not help him,
what will happen to him?”

When we ask the first question,
the wounded man is left for dead.

When we ask the second question,
the wounded man is restored to life.
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Who do we leave for dead?
Which people,
which parts of the world,
which neighborhoods in our own town

are given up for dead?

Who will be a neighbor
to all those left for dead?

The ones who show mercy.

Pick somebody;
pick a community of somebody’s;

be a neighbor;
show mercy.

But how do you start?
It all seems too much.

Start small:
pick somebody;

be a neighbor;
show mercy.

Start as small as you like,
mercy won’t stay small for long;
mercy doesn’t work like that.

Being a neighbor,
showing mercy,

they can’t stay small,
not if Jesus has anything to say about it.
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Who is my neighbor?
Even the one I hate;

Who is my neighbor?
Even the one I have never met.

Who is my neighbor?
Even the one who makes me deeply uncomfortable,

and makes me want to pass by,
on the other side of the road.

Which one was a neighbor to the man?

“The one who showed him mercy.”

Do this,
and you will live.

The lawyer started out big.
And even though he tried to go small,

Jesus forced him to stick with it,
to stay with his big question:

“What must I do to inherit eternal life?”

We all start out big,
with big questions and big ideas.

We love somebody pretty well,
maybe even when they didn’t deserve it,

and we want more,
we want to know if that’s eternal life.
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But ultimately,
we all tend toward the small,

  the safe,
  the what's in it for me?

And Jesus turns us ever toward the greater,
    the risky,
    the how can I love my neighbor?

Jesus is always turning us toward God,
who is greater than all our pettiness,
whom to serve is risky beyond measure,
and who is found in even the smallest sharing of love

between one-time strangers
become neighbors.
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The lawyer started out big.
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?”

He said all the right things:
love God,
love your neighbor.

And then he tried to keep things small,
to live just a little bit of life.

Which for Jesus was no life at all.

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

 
In reply Jesus said:

“A man was selling CD’s outside a convenience store…”
In reply Jesus said:

“A man was driving a car with his girlfriend,
her daughter,
and a broken taillight…”

In reply Jesus said:
“A man was standing guard at a peaceful protest…”3

“Who was that man’s neighbor,
the man left for dead, by the side of the road?”

“The one who showed him mercy.”

“Go and do likewise.”

 Katy Hinman, Pastor College Park First UMC3
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What must I do to inherit eternal life?

Be a neighbor,
show mercy.

It’s not a small thing.
It’s everything.
It’s everybody.

What must I do to inherit eternal life?

Be a neighbor,
show mercy.

Do this,
AND YOU WILL LIVE.


