
© 2022 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   
1 

 

The One Who Showed Mercy 

5th Sunday after Pentecost C, 7/11/22 

 

One does rather wonder about the state of the mind and the condition of the soul of 

someone who asks, “And who is my neighbor?” Realistically, who isn’t? Some 

neighbors live next door. Some live down the street. Others live on the other side of 

town, and still others on the other side of the world. It’s a small planet, when you 

compare it to other planets, and especially when you have see it from the rings or the 

moons of Saturn. At that distance, this fragile Earth, our island home, appears as a 
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small white dot amidst the vastness of space and the encircling, but far distant, stars. 

Humanity has one home world and it will never have another, and if that does not 

make all of us who live on it realize that we are all neighbors, what will? 

Yet neighbor still shells or shoots at neighbor from Highland Park to Donetsk, people 

die from such violence who should not, and those who would ruin our land, water, 

air and lives for profit or just for fun get away with doing so far too often. One can 

live a selfish, unexamined life doing nothing to help anyone else and not realize the 

spiritual poverty of such a life until it’s over. As Voltaire once said, “Every person is 

guilty of all the good they didn’t do,” and too many do not feel this guilt, or suffer 

just consequence for it in time to turn themselves around. Too many of our 

neighbors, when confronted with the realization that they cannot serve God and 

money, decide, “Well, in that case, I choose money.”  

It’s been like this from the beginning, if you follow the mythology of Genesis. 

Whatever you think of the choices that the first man and woman made in the Garden, 

it’s hard to see the snake as having been a good neighbor to them. Things get no 

better east of Eden, either. Do not the first people to be neighbors in the womb – 

the first to be in a womb at all, if you think about it – end badly? One kills the other 

– Cain kills Abel, jealous because God like Abel’s sacrifice more. Why? Because it 

was roast meat, not unthreshed burnt grain. I can see God’s point, actually. But after 

staving his head in and killing him, Cain then has the gall to ask, “Am I my brother’s 

keeper?” when the Lord asked where his brother is. They both know, and Cain 

knows it. ‘At a dinner not where he eats, but where he is eaten’ was Hamlet’s reply 

to a similar question, but then he was only snarking back to his uncle. Cain was 

addressing the Lord God himself, and still doubled down. It’s an inauspicious 

beginning for humanity, though none of us descends from him in the mythology, I 

think – or maybe those that did didn’t make it onto Noah’s Ark as the Lord tried to 

clean up that plot hole. In any case, our faith teaches us that Jesus, not Cain, was the 
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firstborn of all creation. But he had no children, either, except spiritually. But both 

of them are our neighbors, if you think about it, or would be if they were still here. 

All those who dwell on this planet really do need to find a way to get along with one 

another. We are all one another’s neighbors, whether we like it or not. Which I 

think is a point Jesus hopes this young lawyer – law student, I suspect – gets, “Love 

your neighbor as yourself” being so foundational to what it means to live human lives 

well.  

Yet one can imagine asking, “Who is my neighbor?” with no ill intent. When we 

move into a new home, it’s natural to do so. When others move in nearby, it’s natural 

to do so. Tone matters, in terms of how one asks, and in terms of what one does 

once one finds out. One can build bridges to one’s neighbors, or walls between them 

and thee. One can be kind or cruel, responsive or disdainful, helpful or critical. We 

get to choose.   

Sometimes new neighbors are fabulous. I’m have friends from families that lived next 

door to one another before I was born, and formed close ties that abide to this day. 

However, some new neighbors aren’t. While my son was visiting he showed us 

documentaries about people living in various communities around the country who 

woke up one morning to find they had new neighbors who were not among those 

who showed mercy. The context was the siting of factories, dumps, industrial 

operations, and CAFOs – concentrated animal feeding operations – so near to 

people’s homes that they could no longer safely or comfortably live there. “Do unto 

others as you’d have done to you?” Not quite. The economics of keeping bacon 

cheap and eggs cheaper lead some of these CAFOs to spray tons of…um, animal 

waste over the fields they grow animal food on, except some of it drifts into their 

neighbors’ yards, homes, and lungs, turning a family farm or bucolic idyll into yet 

another site of systemic environmental abuse and, all too often, racism. The list of 

abuses that ill-led (judge not, lest we be judged) industries all-too often foist on their 
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neighboring and unsuspecting communities is long. So are the lengths to which said 

industries go to capture their regulators or alter the law in their favor. Yet being legal 

does not make something moral. As Deuteronomy says, “Cursed be he who moveth 

his neighbor’s landmark” (Deut. 27:17), which I take to mean that if what you’re 

doing messes your neighbor’s home, don’t do it, whether or not some law or court 

allows you to.  

Yet the person trying to get learned in the law in the gospel today who is “putting 

cases,” as the saying goes, wants to be sure. Whether he seeks to maximize the 

number and condition of people who are his neighbor or to minimize them, and 

hence his exposure to loving that neighbor as himself, etc., etc., you must decide for 

yourselves. The nature of Jesus’s response should help with that. Luke says that he 

wanted “to justify himself,” which sounds like something you shouldn’t be able to 

do, like perform your own appendectomy or write yourself a Get-Out-of-Jail-Free 

card. It sounds better in Greek than in English: δικαιόω, with overtones of “show 

or declare to be righteous,” declare and prove innocent, make righteous and, most 

simply, “be up to snuff.” Those who are up to snuff in this sense are cleared of the 

charges against them, and of any sins once held against them.  

The memory remains, but not the burden – at least, that’s the idea. One who is 

justified in this sense is not exactly held to have done nothing wrong, legally or 

morally, but to no longer have to bear the consequences of whatever it was. They 

could still get themselves back into sin by bleating pridefully, as has many a jury-

tamperer or witness-intimidator, that they were “often indicted, but never 

convicted.” To do this is to admit guilt without admitting guilt, rather like pleading 

the 5th, and in so doing compounding the sin of pride with those of wrath and greed. 

Those who behave this way love forcing people to deal with how they ‘won’ not 

because their cause was just, but because they gamed the system. Now, I’ll admit: to 

seek to justify oneself may be an effort to prove your innocence against the slings and 
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arrows of outrageous accusations. Yet it also may be a bleat, bark, or bray of  

‘innocence’ at such a pitch that everyone gets tired of hearing it and gives in just to 

make the noise stop, or because you razzle-dazzle ‘em like in Chicago. It is not in 

that musical that they sing, “I didn't do it … / But if I'd done it / How could you 

tell me that I was wrong?”1 

Jesus, and more power to him, is having none of it, certainly not from a law student. 

Not for him the legal niceties that cloak daggers of a monstrous morality. The fellow 

has quoted the text he learned in school accurately and completely, and then asked a 

teacher than many of his teachers respect but also think a little crazy what those words 

really mean. Jesus responds to this in the manner of a well-reasoned, well-grounded 

dissent to a court ruling that is anything but: with shame, clarity, and a good story.  

Shame in that someone just going alone the road was set upon by robbers, robbed, 

beaten, and left for dead. Can we really not make our country more secure than that? 

Can we not address beforehand such social ills as lead people to steal turn to lives of 

crime? Can we not find a way to keep the roads secure so that people don’t die or 

get hurt on them because other people decide to kill or wound them?  

Once we see an innocent victim, the shame is compounded. A priest and a Levite – 

two roles that the student in front of Jesus might aim to fill after graduation – walk 

on by, saying nothing and doing nothing. Not for them the rabbinic injunctions to 

always save a life when you can, and to do what you can to preserve the world and 

those who draw breath within it. Nope. They do nothing. 

Who does something? A guy from Samaria, which the law guy had been trained from 

youth to see not as a neighbor country but as a home of apostate enemies. A Samaritan 

stops to help a Jew using his own money and time, while a priest and a Levite do 

 
1 Source: LyricFind. Songwriters: Fred Ebb / John Kander. Cell Block Tango lyrics © Warner Chappell Music, Inc. 
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not? I mean, even if they didn’t have to – and, who knows? Maybe their version of 

the law says “Don’t help people who worship God wrong.” – they still should have. 

Only a cruel person or a frightened person would pass by someone who was suffering 

and do nothing at all. Walk a mile in their shoes, feel in your flesh the blows they’ve 

endured, and then we’ll see if you can be so cold. 

So, in the end, who was a neighbor to the man on the road? The one who showed 

him mercy, not the thieves nor the passers-by. Who is a neighbor is who does what 

a neighbor should do: help those you find in need, however you find them and 

whatever they need. Such people, as Colossians notes, live lives worthy of the Lord, 

bearing good fruit in all they do, and increasing in knowledge of what matters. Do 

that, Deuteronomy 30 notes, and you’ll be blessed abundantly. As the saying goes, 

you’ll learn who your true friends and neighbors are when you find you actually need 

one. 

This change of perspective is important. When this all got started, the questioner was 

looking at things from the perspective of the one who would have to give something 

– time, skill, attention, resources, vulnerability – to his neighbors, whoever they 

were. ‘Neighbor’ he imagined as needy. What he realized as Jesus told the story that 

a better perspective to have on that word is “meeter of needs.” This reframes the 

question “Who is my neighbor?” from “For whom do you need to be there?” to, 

“Who will be there for you?” and then adds the codicil, “Be there for them.” Your 

neighbor will be the one who shows you mercy – and you must love them with all 

you have, even if they’re from the wrong side of the tracks or far, far away. It’s a 

small planet, after all, when you see it from the right perspective, and it’s the only 

one we got. If we don’t find ways to love one another properly on it, who will? 

Amen.2 

 
2 Image Credits: p.1: Vincent Van Gogh, The Good Samaritan (after Delacroiz), 1890. Public Domain. Source of image: The 
Yorck Project (2002) 10.000 Meisterwerke der Malerei (DVD-ROM), distributed by DIRECTMEDIA Publishing 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Commons:10,000_paintings_from_Directmedia
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