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Fresh out of seminary, oh, I was ready to show the world just what a good new priest had arrived in 
town. It couldn’t have been a week since I’d arrived though, and I’d just received my first invitation to do 
something priest-ish out in public. Boy, was I excited. It was summertime, which in the South stands for 
Vacation Bible School, but my church didn’t exactly have--what’s the word?-- right, kids. We didn’t have kids, 
so we teamed up with the Methodist Church across the road to keep those heathen children off the streets and 
under God’s eye.  

Well, the theme for the week was The Good Samaritan, and on Day One, we decided to act out the story, 
and I ended up with a very important role. I was the robber, the one who beat up the man the Good Samaritan 
would eventually save. It went about as well as you might imagine. The kids walked out of the building to find 
me, a stranger in a collar, pretending to beat up somebody they knew, who just so happened to be played by 
their beloved Methodist minister. I was supposed to look up, act like I’d been caught, and then run away while 
the kids acted out the rest, but the kids went off script. They defended their poor minister’s honor and chased 
me halfway out of town before the volunteers got ‘em wrangled again, a process that took longer than it 
should’ve because the volunteers were incapable of running, doubled over in laughter as they were. Funny thing 
is, all week long those kids never seemed to trust me, and if I ran into one of ‘em at the grocery store months 
later, I’d still get the big hairy eyeball. I imagine, that to this day, there’s an entire generation that’ll never enter 
an Episcopal Church because of what they saw that fateful day.  

Even setting awkward attempts at ecumenism aside, the Parable of the Good Samaritan makes me 
nervous. See, it’s easy enough to remember the basics of the story: a man gets left in a bad way on the side of 
the road, a bunch of folks that should know better ignore him and leave him there to suffer, and then a 
Samaritan -- that is, someone who shouldn’t know better -- helps him. The moral of the story? Love people, 
help them when they need help, and don’t be surprised when the grace of God comes from somewhere 
unexpected.  

Except, there’s some details my summarizing brain has left out, and that’s just who, exactly, leaves the 
beaten man on the side of the road. Sure, the robbers do the robbing and the beating and the leaving him behind 
half dead, but they’re not the only ones doing wrong. All those folks that look the other way or cross the street 
or just figure he’s probably gonna be ok...all those folks? They’re religious leaders. The first one that walks by 
and leaves him there is a priest. And the second’s a Levite, which is as close to being a priest without actually 
being a priest somebody could’ve been. The person that does the saving, it’s not even a member of their 
congregation. It’s something else altogether. A foreigner that doesn’t believe in our God at all. If I were a 
bystander and wasn’t busy helping the fella in the ditch myself, it’d be mighty hard to go to that priest’s church. 
I’d be googling Samaritan Worship Services that minute, because a religion that allows for its leaders to walk 
right by the suffering and look the other way is no religion I’d want to be a part of.  

So you can see why, as a priest, the Good Samaritan makes me so nervous. Seems like everytime I hear 
this story, something in the world comes into focus, some neighbor or some neighbor’s problem that I’ve been 
neglecting, or ignoring, or hoping would go away on its own. Well, folks, I’ve gotta be honest with you. I’ve 
been doing just that again. Ever since I read the first report on conditions at the detention centers where we hold 
our neighbors to the south, I’ve been doing a lot of crossing the street and hoping that the problem would go 
away on its own. I have not been ignoring it, exactly, and maybe my slowness to respond is worsened by that. 
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I’ve known there’s a problem, but what have I done? I’ve waited. But I can’t say what for. Maybe I was waiting 
for Episcopalians in Texas to fix it. Or maybe I was hoping for a Samaritan to come along.  

Now, I was in Texas last Summer, and I did attend the vigil at the Hutto Detention Center alongside 
hundreds of leaders of The Episcopal Church. I prayed, and I sang, and I waved to the women inside, hoping 
that someone in there would see all of us out here and know that we had not forgotten them. And then I went 
back to Austin, and I came back to Hamilton, and I crossed the street back into my life, and, well, I forgot about 
them. I’ve not been to any other detention centers. I’ve not been inside any of them. So, I can’t speak from my 
own experience of what the conditions are like. And, and I don’t think I’m alone here, there are so many articles 
and news reports and political plumb lines being set that I’m having a hard time sussing out what’s actually 
going on. Lately, I feel an uncomfortable kindred spirit in Pontius Pilate, asking “what is truth” while washing 
my hands of the responsibility to show my neighbor mercy. Meanwhile, truth is looking to us from the border.  

I want to take a closer look at this parable. The Good Samaritan is the hero, sure, and the priests and the 
Levites don’t come out looking so great. This much is obvious. But there’s another person we need to look at. 
The left-for-dead ignored man, the neighbor in the ditch. We know nothing about him, save one detail. He’s 
going from Jerusalem to Jericho, a fifteen mile walk through the desert headed more or less due east. That’s 
about all we’ve got. We don’t know his religious affiliation. We don’t know what kind of person he was. We 
don’t know anything, just that when Jesus starts the story, he’s in a bad, bad way. Turns out, he’s the neighbor. 
The Samaritan isn’t the neighbor here, he’s the one who shows mercy. No, the neighbor is the one we know 
nothing about. The good, religious folk missed that. But the Samaritan, the one that’s shunned because he 
doesn’t believe like us or look like us or come from the same place as us, he’s the one that recognized the 
neighbor and he’s the one that showed him mercy. 

But as significant as that is, I think the question that starts Jesus off here is especially important. The 
lawyer trying to trip Jesus up, after proving he knew his scripture, asks Jesus, “I’m supposed to love God and 
love my neighbor. So who is my neighbor?” I gotta say, that whole set up makes me think the lawyer’s actually 
asking a different question. I don’t think he’s asking who is my neighbor. It sure doesn’t seem like he’s jumping 
at the chance to serve somebody else, does it? I think he’s asking who’s not my neighbor. Who don’t I have to 
love? Whose suffering can I neglect or ignore or hope goes away on its own? Whose backstory do I get to 
decide forfeits their access to mercy? 

Who’s not my neighbor? I’m sorry, but, God’s Grace doesn’t leave room for such loopholes. Love God, 
love your neighbor. Look for chances to show mercy. Don’t cross the street and hope for a Samaritan to come 
along and do our work. Show mercy. Because, y’all, our neighbors’ are looking to us from the border.  
Love God. Love your neighbor. And show mercy.  

2 


