
For some reason I’ve never cared for neighbors the way Mister Rogers seemed to. 
Early on in my life I can remember the neighbor to our south yelling at my brother and 
me for climbing over the fence to retrieve the baseball we had hit over. We were at 
constant war with him. We were pests. He was what stood in the way of our freedom 
and fun.  
 
For me, neighbors have always been a little bit in the way. But I have come to 
understand, I think, the responsibility to them I should accept. Neighbors share space 
and it’s better to support one another (in whatever big or small ways) than to work 
against each other. 
 
For example, let’s say I work with my neighbor to split the cost of a privacy fence we 
might share. Neither of us want to be bothered by the other so it’s good to work together 
to make not having to be too together possible. But seriously, there is a sense of 
togetherness, a sense of these are my people and I am responsible to them in some 
way because we belong to the same neighborhood, the same shared space.  
 
That being said, the question of “Who is my neighbor?” still has to be explored. Because 
I don’t want just anyone to be a part of the shared space. I’d kind of like my neighbors to 
be people I like or would like if I got to know them. And I’m not quite as optimistic as 
Mister Rogers. I’m not ready to sing to the general population “Won’t you be my 
neighbor?” Especially if it's his audience of small children who might hit their balls into 
my yard and climb my fence! 
 
Of course, the assumption grounding Mister Rogers’ understanding of neighbors and 
sharing a neighborhood is that it’s a beautifully easy thing to do. Neighbors are fun. 
They’re friends. They’re a support system. Everyone smiles and likes each other. In 
Mister Rogers world loving your neighbor comes as naturally as loving yourself. “I have 
always wanted a neighbor just like you,” sings Mister Rogers. “So won’t you be my 
neighbor?”  
 
But when it comes to caring for and loving your neighbor Jesus sings a somewhat 
different tune or, at least, adds an uncomfortable twist. You knew he wasn’t going to let 
this be easy.  
 
Like he’s prone to do, he incites us to think about the neighbors we don’t want as 
neighbors. He provokes us to imagine the unimaginable, to think the unthinkable and to 
consider possible the impossibilities of what might happen if someone among our worst 
enemies became the neighbor who loved us, showing us what God is like.  



  
And it all hinges on the important question I just discussed, “Who is my neighbor?”  
 
According to Luke, Jesus was confronted by a lawyer with the same question. And it’s 
important to note Luke characterizes lawyers (experts in the Torah) negatively and so 
we shouldn’t assume per his telling of the story that the lawyer has good intentions.  
 
It starts in Luke 10:25 with a trick question from the lawyer to force Jesus into giving him 
the answer he’s looking for. “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” It’s not a “yes” or 
“no” question. And Jesus can’t answer it with “This is what you do” because that 
singular action is what the lawyer wants him to cough up. He wants to check the box 
and get on with earning eternal life. But Jesus can’t say either “You don’t do anything to 
inherit eternal life because, well... the law says something about that” and the lawyer 
would certainly know about it.  
 
So after cleverly trying to trap Jesus with a trick question, the lawyer has his question 
turned around on him.  
 
“You’re a lawyer,” says Jesus. “So how do you read the law (the Torah)?” It’s important 
to remember for later that Jesus asks him how he reads the law.  
 
“Ugh…” says the lawyer seeing his cleverness sidestepped, “Love God. Love your 
neighbor,” which had become known by that time as the Great Commandments. But 
these aren’t simple steps. They describe a posture of life that shapes all behavior and 
informs every other action required in the law. The lawyer’s trick failed. But he has one 
more question up his sleeve.  
 
Ok, ok, well then, who is my neighbor? How can I live out the law if I don’t know that? 
Can you answer me that Jesus?  
 
But this is a nicer way of asking, “Who isn’t my neighbor?” and “Whom don’t I have to 
love?” It’s not too far off of what I was exploring earlier. If I’m going to have to have the 
responsibility of neighboring then I want certain neighbors.  
 
But, of course, Jesus turns it all upside down with one of his stories.  
 

“A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into            

the hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went           



away, 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 near him; and when he saw him,           

he was moved with pity. 34 He went to him and bandaged his             

wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. 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.” 

Well, thanks a lot Jesus. So much for it’s a beautiful day in the neighborhood.  
 
First, it’s important that we talk about what’s going on in this parable through some 
historical and contextual criticism because it’s so familiar and Christianized now it 
probably doesn’t shock us like it would have Jesus’s original audience.  
 
Also, parables by their nature resist singular interpretation; in fact, they ought to be felt 
more than explained. But for us to have that experience we need to construct a context 
in which we can hear it afresh and that requires deconstructing some of the bad 
interpretative assumptions and rebuilding the context on better ones--ones the Jewish 
audience would have held.  
 
I’m not going to take you through a word by word exegesis and bore you to death. But if 
you want to dig deeper, I direct you to Amy-Jill Levine’s book Short Stories by Jesus. 
She is Jewish and a scholar of the New Testament and helped me recalibrate my 
hearing of this story in profound ways and with a deeper sensitivity to the original 
Jewish audience.  
 
So let me walk you through some of the major projects of contextual deconstruction and 
rebuilding that she directed me through.  



 
To begin, the unnamed, generic man beaten and left in the ditch could have been 
anyone who was listening to Jesus. They were familiar with the road and its dangers 
and may have experienced similar things themselves. The only details that are relevant 
are the ones given. Someone, who could have been anyone in the audience, was 
robbed and beaten by bad people and left for dead. But he was still half alive and 
needed rescued. That’s what the focus should be on at this point in the story. Someone 
is still alive and needs help.  
 
And what about the priest and Levite who walk by on the other side? They made selfish 
decisions. That’s it. They saw someone in need and didn’t help. Their motives are 
irrelevant. There’s no need to try and justify their behavior through interesting 
interpretations of purity laws, which don’t typically hold water. And there’s no need to be 
like, “Hey, clergy suck!” or see how Jesus hated the Jewish religious leaders. Jews are 
terrible people. See how this progresses? 
 
And that leads me to the point about the various ways these stories can become fodder 
for people trying to make the case of Christianity’s superiority over Judaism. Many have 
let their imaginations run wild about how the man in the ditch was a Jew in need of 
saving, of eternal life, and needed someone (like the Samaritan!) to accomplish that 
saving because the priests obviously couldn’t. And they make these bizarre connections 
because of a Samaritan woman’s encounter with Jesus at the well in John 4. Because 
Jesus spoke to her and talked to her about true worship and she spread the good news 
to her village, Samaritans represent this special link with Christianity and become the 
hero (as well as some strange proxy for Christianity) in the story and ultimately 
accomplish what Judaism couldn’t do. But Christianizing this story in such ways is not 
only anti-semitic, it completely destroys one’s ability to get anywhere close to feeling the 
story’s intended impact and renders the punchline totally ineffective. Which brings us 
back to the priests.  
 
So why mention a priest and a Levite then? Well, because they’re rhetorical devices 
within the story to build tension...duh. 
 
They are two of three, they drive anticipation. Let’s try something. I’m going to say two 
things in order and you all say the third. Ready? Father, Son, and ….?  
 
Holy Spirit! Correct. Let’s do it again. Red, White, and…? Blue. Correct.  
 



Here’s a quote from Amy-Jill Levine: “For Jesus’s audience, and for any synagogue 
congregation today, the third of the group is obvious. Mention a priest and a Levite, and 
anyone who knows anything about Judaism will know that the third person is an 
Israelitte.”  
 
That’s what is going on here. They setup the twist.  
 
The third person to come along in the story isn’t an Israelitte like what would’ve been 
expected.  
 
It was a Samaritan! It would have been as startling for them to hear “But a Samaritan” 
as it would for us to hear Father, Son, and cowbell. Or Red, White, and Grapefruit. Or 
Peanut Butter and Paint.  
 
It doesn’t compute. There’s no way. Are you serious, Jesus?!! 
 
Samaritans were the enemy. In fact, Jesus’ audience would be utterly offended by us 
calling this parable the one about the Good Samaritan. To them it would be like saying 
the Good Murderer. There’s a lot of biblical background about why this is the case, but 
let’s just say Samaritans weren’t particularly hospitable to their Jewish neighbors. In 
fact, Luke sets this up a bit by telling the story about Jesus being kicked out of a 
Samaritan village in the previous chapter. To feel the full impact of this parable and hear 
it the way the original audience might have heard it we would do better to understand 
the Samaritan as the oppressor and less as the benevolent oppressed or 
misunderstood. This is even supported through the power displayed by the Samaritan’s 
ability to travel freely and pay whatever was needed to help the man in the ditch.  
 
Amy-Jill Levine wrote, “The parable, in its original setting, is not about the type of 
prejudice that creates people on the margins; it is about the hatred between groups who 
have similar resources.” 
 
Remember when I said, Jesus asking the lawyer “how do you read the law?” would be 
important? This is the point in the story where the lawyer might have realized the 
significance of Jesus framing the question the way he did. The Hebrew words for 
neighbor and enemy are exactly the same. The only difference is the vowels, but they 
didn’t write vowels in the Hebrew text so to the eye they would have been identical. He 
could read the words of the law but never got the meaning. Point, Jesus.  
 



The many times I’ve thought about this story, I usually clarify the “Who is my neighbor?” 
question by focusing in on the man in the ditch. It’s the person who needs our help. No 
matter who they are or what I might think about them. But that approach takes the sting 
out of this parable. And kind of misses the point.  
 
The one who did the act of mercy, the neighbor enemy, did what God does, the 
neighbor enemy reflected the divine.  
 
As Levine says, the “Issue for Jesus is not the “who” but the “what,” not the identity but 
the action.” Who neighbored? Not… who was the neighbor? We can see this reflected 
in his final question to the lawyer, translated literally, “Which of these three a 
neighbor--does it seem to you-- was to the one who fell among the robbers?”  
 
To love God and neighbor and enemy cannot happen in the abstract. It’s enacted, it’s 
embodied. 
 
It’s about how one enacts the mercy Luke typically only attributes to the divine time and 
again in his gospel. Yet, here it is attributed to the enemy.  
 
So I wonder what the lawyer did? Luke frames it as if he was there to test Jesus anyway 
so from that point of view it’s doubtful his intent was to change anything or be changed.  
 
Who knows? It doesn’t really matter because you and I have heard the story, which 
means the responsibility is ours now to do with it what we will. 
 
And hearing this story anew made me incredibly unsettled.  
 
My neighbor the oppressor?  
I should love oppressors?  
And not just in the theoretical sense but by enacting and embodying divine mercy 
toward them?  
And they can reflect the divine? I’m supposed to set aside what they’ve done and wait 
for God to show up in them?  
 
If parables are meant to disturb and disrupt and turn things upside down, this one 
certainly did it for me. Once I heard it again for the first time, I didn’t like it. Not one bit. 
Still don’t like it, and I’m still wrestling and struggling to pry its grip from the way I’d 
rather think and do things.  
 



To be honest, it seems practically untenable and I hold some real reservations about 
the dangerous risk of giving stories like this too much power, especially when coupled 
with a kind of go-and-do lesson like we find here. Frankly, I find it as far-fetched and 
naive as Mister Rogers idealistic and optimistic beautiful day in the neighborhood 
outlook. Jesus may have added a twist but he wasn’t off tune by a lot.  
 
Luke seems clear about why Jesus told this story. A Samaritan wasn’t chosen by 
accident. The biblical record identifies them as a source of all kinds of pain for 
Israel--they were clearly not ok with the way they had been treated by Samaritans. But 
Jesus by all accounts persists with his love your enemies message and tells this story to 
bring it to life in an all too real way.  
 
One of the biblical accounts providing a backdrop for the context of Jewish and 
Samaritan relations was the rape of Dinah, Jacobs daughter (Genesis 34). This 
happened in Shechem, an earlier name for Samaria. This history of violence and 
disregard played out time and again for the Jews in their encounters with Samaria. 
Historical trauma can impact generations and live on long past the actors who caused it. 
So really? Love my enemy? Love my abuser? Stay in an abusive relationship when it’s 
unsafe to do so because, uh, love your enemies?  
 
Am I to tell those enslaved and continuously subjugated that their oppressor is their 
neighbor? To say to them, go and love your neighbor enemy, they have good in them, 
learn to see past the present suffering?  
 
Is this a “there are good people on both sides” text? Love your neighbor, I mean your 
enemy, I mean your neighbor.  
 
Do we welcome a known and vocal opponent of LGBTQ+ rights into our religious 
community because there’s a possibility that God might show up through them? I know 
it’s complicated. I know people can change. Hell, I did. But I also know that there are 
real and legitimate safety concerns that a blanket principle of love your enemies doesn’t 
address. It’s not for everyone for every moment.  
 
I think it’s a dangerous and potentially harmful kind of revelation this story drops in our 
laps. One that if taken literally and too far could encourage people to stay in damaging 
and oppressive situations holding out hope for the good in their enemies to win out, 
when in reality, more times than not, they are left half-alive in a ditch with nothing left 
but a ton of worthless stock they purchased through a “Love Your Enemy” investment 
fund.  



 
It would have been good for me to struggle through this challenging story if not for 
Jesus’s clear admonition added to the end of it. Jesus says explicitly “Go. And do 
likewise.” It seems off for a parable. The parable, not the commentary, is supposed to 
do the work. I wish Luke or Jesus would have let the story stand on its own instead. The 
privilege that affords one the chance to engage in imaginative idealism can sometimes 
be unaware of the way it put lives at practical risk. And the tension between the two, the 
ideal and the practical, should be managed responsibly. But I don’t think Luke (and 
perhaps Jesus) does that here.  
 
Tacking on the directive got a little greedy and threw the story off balance. I think it 
could have done without Luke’s (or Jesus’s) moral and functional embellishment and 
stayed true to its work of provocation. And it would have worked. It could’ve been 
wrestled with and explored and interrogated... things not as easily done with clear 
commands, but exercise that genuinely promote the growth of faith and hope.  
 
Pushing the imagination to wander into the impossible and unthinkable can keep us 
going in the struggle of resisting the countless ways oppression and injustice confront 
the world. It can help mitigate the tendencies we might have to sink into cynicism and 
despair--those nihilistic blackholes that swallow up faith, imagination and possibility, 
only to intensify even more the power wielded by and on behalf of the enemies of 
justice.  
 
So it’s as a provocative source of imaginative possibility that I welcome the radical 
vision of Jesus’ parable. It’s through learning to balance its ideals and our practical 
considerations I can continue learning to hope against hope for the silliness of Mister 
Rogers’ neighborhood, where broadcasting far and wide the question “Won’t you be my 
neighbor?” isn’t the risky proposition that it is for so many in our world right now.  
 
Amen.  


