
 1 

Life is Your Neighborhood 

Deuteronomy 30:11--14, 19-20; Luke 10:25-37 

 

 I haven't counted the number of sermons I've 

preached at Immanuel over the past 15 years, but 

David Mass and I put them all in boxes a couple 

of weeks ago, and there were a lot. As I come to 

this, my last sermon, I am full of mixed 

emotions. The thought of preaching every week 

was my greatest fear when I arrived at 

Immanuel. I didn't know if I would be able to do 

it. It has become one of the great joys of my life 

- that is good to remember as I now face a whole 

new set of fears in a new field of work. I will 

miss standing before you Sunday after Sunday 

sharing how the biblical text has intersected my 

life and might intersect yours. I am very aware 

that words are the easy part. Life is not lived in 

the pulpit but in the trenches. But the discipline 

of preparing sermons each week has been one of 

my guides for life in the trenches. 

 This morning's texts provide an opportunity 

to reprise some of the most common themes I 

have communicated over these years. I offer 

these vignettes to remind you and myself of what 

has mattered most in life. The first theme is 

Mutual transformation. The story of the 
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Samaritan who helped the victim lying by the 

side of the road is probably the clearest picture of 

what the Christian faith means to me, even as it 

reveals the most challenging feature of living that 

faith. Jesus defines our neighbor as the one who 

offers us life in its fullness. So often we define 

our neighbor in terms of who is like us or who we 

like. The message that Jesus offered the lawyer in 

the story of the Samaritan is that life is found 

when we are able to receive from the one we 

believe has the least to offer us; life is found 

when we are able to learn from the one who has 

the fewest credentials; and life is found when we 

are able to allow ourselves to be known and 

helped by one that Iweve been taught to believe is 

not worth knowing. Those people are the least 

expected and most likely to offer us life.  

 I hope you have opened yourself to this 

experience, because it is one of the unique gifts 

that this community of Immanuel offers. There 

are not many communities in Los Angeles that 

offer the range of economic, educational and 

professional levels among its members that 

Immanuel does. But simply having that range, as 

a feature of our community, doesn't assure that 

we will be transformed. We have to take the risk 

of opening ourselves to go against all the scripts 
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that tell us that certain kinds of people simply 

don't have anything of real value to offer us. And 

don't think you don't have such a script. We all 

have scripts, even though they may be different 

scripts that lead us to reject different kinds of 

people. For first century Jews, one of those 

groups was Samaritans. That's why this story had 

such power when Jesus first told it. What are 

your scripts? We all have our "Samaritans" for 

whom the adjective "good" simply cannot apply; 

what we may or may not know is that every one 

of us is also someone else's Samaritan.  

 We learned these scripts at an early age; we're 

not always even conscious of them. As the words 

from the song in South Pacific put it, "You've Got 

To Be taught to Hate And Fear, it's got to be 

drummed in your dear little ear; you've Got To Be 

Taught To Be Afraid of People Whose Eyes Are 

Oddly Made,�and People Whose Skin Is A 

Diff'rent Shade, you've Got To Be Taught to Hate 

All The People Your Relatives Hate."�When we 

break through that script, a shift takes place inside 

us that we can't miss. I know many of you have 

experienced that shift, and you will never be the 

same again. It doesn't mean we'll never notice a 

Samaritan again. We have to keep being awakened 

to different groups of Samaritans that we've been 
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taught to hate - or simply avoid. But eventually we 

aren't surprised any more. "Oh yeah, I remember 

when I wasn't supposed to like people like that." In 

true multicultural community we transform each 

other. Many of you have testified to the 

transforming power of those experiences. Many of 

you have helped me make my own shifts. That's 

the way it's supposed to work. 

 Along the way we realize that it is not the 

exception to the rule that a "Samaritan" would 

treat a Jew in a neighborly way. If we're open to 

choosing life when it presents itself to us, we'll 

see that it is a common occurrence. When that 

happens, we can change our expectations. If you 

really want compassion and justice to flow, 

change your expectations. That's one of the new 

things I've learned during these past 15 years. 

People perform to the level of the expectations 

that are placed on them. We can feel sorry for 

people without expecting much of them. But we 

must expect more of people if we are going to 

bring compassion and equity to society. One of 

the reasons I'm taking the new job as ED of 

Prepare The Future is that it believes in the 

educability of so-called "underprivileged" 

children, and that the expectations we have of 
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each other make a difference in how we 

perform.  

 The movie Stand and Deliver, about Jaime 

Escalante, the teacher from East Los Angeles 

who died earlier this year, shows how changing 

the expectation about whether poor children can 

succeed determines their success. Mr. Escalante 

was shocked to discover that the administration 

of the school and the other teachers had such 

low expectations for the students. It is amazing 

how blind we can be before we start seeing. Mr. 

Escalante started demanding levels of 

performance from his students that no one had 

ever asked of them. They resisted. Other 

teachers told him he was pushing too hard. But 

the story speaks for itself. His students started 

performing at the same level as students from 

more well off neighborhoods.  

 One writer suggests a way we can test our level 

of blindness: "How many effective schools would 

you have to see to be persuaded of the educability of 

poor children? If the answer is more than one then I 

submit that you have reasons of your own for 

preferring to believe that basic pupil performance 

derives from family background instead of school 

response to family background." (Edmonds, 1979a, p. 32) 

When our assumptions and "reasons of our own" 
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lead us to look over the heads of "Samaritans" we 

are choosing death over life - for them and for us. 

 The blindness shows up in all kinds of settings.  

Last week I attended an interfaith retreat. We spent 

the morning in small groups, each of which 

consisted of Muslims, Jews and Christians. At one 

point a Muslim woman in my group wondered out 

loud why Israel was so concerned about security, 

when the Palestinians were the ones whose 

situation was truly insecure. I responded from my 

experience of having lived in both Mexico and the 

United States. Mexicans don't feel insecure. Many 

people in the United States do. Clearly, Mexicans 

live a more precarious existence. Their whole life is 

insecure. But they don't feel the need to keep 

people out like we do. The irony is that the people 

who feel the most insecure are the ones who have 

the most to defend and protect, even though they 

are in actuality the most secure.  

 That irony is one of the reasons the Samaritans 

can be such gifts to us. They can become the path 

to life for us by opening us up to that shift in 

perspective. Jesus connects life to our neighbor, 

because he knows that finding life has to do with 

finding justice and compassion. We tend to be far 

sighted: we look right over what is close at hand. 

We look right over our neighbors because we've 
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been trained not to see them as ones who might 

bring us life. We spend time, money, and energy 

looking right over life-close-at-hand - sometimes 

moving out of the neighborhood to find help and 

satisfaction, or even to help and satisfy. The 

church has often been better at sending 

missionaries overseas than showing compassion 

and working for justice for our neighbor closer to 

home. We don't need mountaineers or sailors - or 

missionaries, or the "well-connected", or the 

wealthy, or the experts, or the gated community - 

to bring life closer to us. Life is our neighbor, 

unless we've moved so far out of the "hood" that 

there are no Samaritans around. The poor, the 

foreigner, the differently-abled, the one with little 

formal education, the child - those are the ones 

most likely to help us when we are down, to 

comfort us when we are hurting, and to encourage 

us when we are discouraged. They know what it is 

to be down; they're closer to the ground. The 

closer we get to those neighbors the closer we are 

to compassion, and justice, and life.  

  Mutual transformation, compassion, justice are 

three central themes of Immanuel. In my preaching 

I've tried to reveal the spiritual roots of them all. 

Religious people sometimes criticize justice work 

as too political, compassion as too secular, and 
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mutual transformation as denying the fallen nature 

of unredeemed humanity. The Bible would be 

surprised by such a distinction. The Scriptures have 

no concept of transformation, compassion or justice 

other than a spiritual one. The trouble actually 

begins when we deny the image of God in another. 

In order to assuage our lack of compassion for, our 

resistance to justice for, and our openness to 

transformation from another human being, we have 

to consider them a little less human than we are. 

We have to deny that they have as full an 

expression of God's image as we do. Oh, we don't 

do it consciously. But we do it nonetheless. It's 

what we do whenever we create enemies - whether 

Russians, immigrants, gays, blacks, , disabled, etc. 

A way to nurture compassion and, healing, spiritual 

growth, justice and compassion is to see everyone 

as the image of God, however tarnished. Human is 

the image of God. 

 I want to say as clearly as possible that all of 

these practices find their power and deepest 

meaning in their spirituality. The theme of 

healing might help make the spiritual roots even 

clearer. Healing is holy work. It begins with 

naming - then touching - our brokenness. To go 

in and touch the brokenness of a person is to 

access the holiest part of their being. It is to go 
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into the Holy of Holies, the most spiritual place 

on earth. The religious system of the priest and 

the Levite was upside down. Their religion told 

them that they had to avoid the wounded person 

in order to remain pure enough to enter the holy 

place. We will never enter the Holy of Holies if 

we avoid those who are most wounded because 

their wound disgusts or dirties us. The truth is 

that if there had been people around they might 

have gone ahead and done it anyway, because 

they knew that compassion was important, and 

they would have wanted to perform compassion 

for an audience. But that irony reveals the error 

of their religious system. To maintain a system of 

purity that puts walls up around compassion 

guarantees that our spirits will never enter the 

Holy of Holies. To call justice political, 

compassion secular, and transformation 

superficial is to miss the Holy of Holies. 

Ironically, the Samaritan is the only one who was 

willing to touch the brokenness. Who are the 

wounded ones we are avoiding in our 

community?  

 Finally, I have spoken repeatedly over the years 

of the importance of nurturing our internal spiritual 

combustion engine. This may be the most important 

theme of all during this transition in the life of 
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Immanuel. This is a time when you can't be as 

dependent on external teachers. It is a time to nurture 

your ability to listen to the voice of God inside you in 

order to be true to yourself. Deuteronomy says, "The 

word is not far." We tend to think that God must be 

hard to find; that true life is "over there," that the 

grass is always greener on the other side. So we miss 

the close-at-hand God. We look right over the God 

who is near because we've been taught that God has 

to be hard to find, just as we look right over our 

neighbor. The word of God is close at hand, inside us 

in fact. We keep looking for it outside, working hard 

for it, because we think that's what will make it more 

likely to show up.  

 We need to learn to trust the word that speaks 

from within us - from up close. It often comes in 

stranger's guise. In fact, that is one of it's favorite 

disguises - whether the stranger is some part of 

ourselves that we haven't come to know yet, or a 

neighbor that we haven't yet realized is our teacher, 

because she is too poor, uneducated, unknown, 

unattractive, or different. Henri Nouwen said that 

God is at home in us, but we don't find God because 

we are so rarely at home ourselves. 

 Life is our neighbor. If we ever needed a 

neighbor, that is the one we need. Let's sing 

about when we need a neighbor. 


