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“Who is my neighbor?” The question seems like it is easy to answer. As people of
faith, we understand that we are all precious to God, we know Jesus commands us
to love one another as he loves us, and we believe the church is a place where
barriers come down between people. So as soon as we hear the question “Who is
my neighbour?” most of us are thinking “well everyone is my neighbour.” And that
is actually a good answer to the question.
But that’s not the only question Jesus raises because after Jesus tells the story he
asks “And who was the neighbour to the man who fell into the hands of the
robbers?” And again that seems easy- the Samaritan. But the point of the parable is
not for us to know the Samaritan is a good guy but for us to see what the Samaritan
does which makes him a neighbour. Which brings us back to the start of the
parable.
“There was a man who went from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of
robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead.” The
man is in need. He is half dead, has nothing, and has no one. And the first person at
the scene, a holy person, sees the man lying by the road, moves to the other side
and walks past. And a second person at the scene, a good person, also sees the man
lying by the road, goes to the other side and walks past. And then the Samaritan
arrives and unlike the first and second person he sees the man and stops.
And while the Samaritan stopping stands in stark contrast to what the good person
and the holy person do by ignoring the man, we don’t often think about why the
Samaritan stops. Well in the words of the story “he was moved with pity.” The
Samaritan doesn’t see a risk to himself, he doesn’t see a delay in his journey, no, he
sees a person in need. And because he sees a person in need he is filled with the
desire to help. So he stops.
And that’s an important part of why the Samaritan is a neighbour. The others saw
the man and they withdrew, they crossed to the other side of the road, they
distanced themselves. But the Samaritan comes closer. And that is what neighbours
do. We draw close to the people around us. We see them as individuals rather than
problems or danger or statistics. And when we see them as people that means we
see their need.
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So open your eyes to the people around you. Look, really look at the children of
God who live in our community and that you come across during your day. See
them and don’t look away when you realize they need, that they hurt, that they are
in pain. But instead let your heart by moved by mercy, by pity, and let the Spirit
move you hands and feet so that you can make a difference in their lives.
For that’s what the Samaritan does when he stops. Because stopping is merely the
start to him being a neighbour. He uses the wine and oil he is carrying to clean the
man’s wounds and then tears cloth into strips for bandages. And imagine how the
the man who has fallen among thieves feels when that happens. I have no doubt
that the man in need sees an angel of God kneeling beside him. An angel of God
whose hands bring relief from the pain and suffering. An angel of God who
changes his life.
And if Jesus ended the story here it would be powerful and something to help us
remember how we are supposed to live. That we are supposed to open our eyes and
see the truth of the world around us and do what we can to make things better. The
parable would teach us an important lesson about being a neighbour. But Jesus has
more for us to hear.
The Samaritan looks after the man’s immediate need and loads him on his animal
and takes the man to an inn. And then the Samaritan spends the rest of the day
beside the man, caring for him. He doesn’t simply bandage his wounds and leave
him by the side of the road. He doesn’t take him to an inn and drop him there so he
can continue on his way. No, the Samaritan brings the wounded man to the inn and
stays with him. He draws close and then stays close to the man in need.
When you open your eyes and see the needs of others, you start to help realize that
it is going to take your effort, your resources, your time to make a difference.
That’s what happens when you see the people around you as people, see the need in
our community and realize that things need to change. You act to make a difference
in the lives of the people around you. You give of your time, give of your
resources, give of yourself to feed the hungry, cloth the naked, house the homeless,
visit the sick. That is what a neighbor does. A neighbour doesn’t merely see the
person and do something and then move on. A neighbour changes the life of the
person in need and finds their own life changes as well .
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In our parable, stopping to help the man in need changes the direction of the
Samaritan’s life. He stops the journey he is on. He heads to the the inn and looks
after the man instead of going further that day. He gives of himself and, I don’t
want us to miss this point, he makes a difference. But Jesus still isn’t finished
telling us what it means to be a neighbour.
The Samaritan then gives money to the Innkeeper to care for the man in need so he
can recover properly. And the Samaritan makes this promise “Take care of him;
and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.”The Samaritan
continue to use his resources to help and enlists the innkeeper to care for the man.
And perhaps most importantly says he is coming back.
Because a neighbour isn’t merely someone who stops when people are in need or
gives of themselves and helps. A neighbour is also someone who builds a
relationship and a community with the people around them. Which is exactly what
the Samaritan does for the man in need. The man in need has no one and the
Samaritan is there with him and then includes the innkeeper as part of the recovery.
And for the man who fell victim to robbers, who had nothing, who had no one, now
he has a place to stay so he can recover, a care giver looking after him and a friend
who is coming back to check in on him.
When you see others in their need, and when you work to make their lives better,
and when you spend your resources and take the time to make a difference things
change. You change the lives of those in need and you also change your own life.
Because you make it personal and you make it about the relationship you have with
the people around you.
Which is the point of the story. Because remember this parable is told when Jesus
is asked about the greatest commandment and reaffirms that loving God and loving
your neighbour is the way for us to live as God’s people. And loving your
neighbour isn’t simply about us giving what we have, or even taking time, or even
helping those in need. Being a neighbour is about being a friend to those who need
a friend, about building community for those who are hurting and in pain, about
letting mercy forge us into a family. Because being a neighbour is about loving
other people as God loves us.

