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“Neighbors bring food with death and flowers with sickness and little things in 
between.  Boo was our neighbor.  He gave us two soap dolls, a broken watch and chain, a 
pair of good-luck pennies, and our lives.  But neighbors give in return.  We never put back 
into the tree what we took out of it: we had given nothing, and it made me sad.” 

 Some of you might recognize the words near the end of the late Harper Lee’s 
beautiful novel To Kill A Mockingbird, where we learn that after the protagonist, a little 
girl named Scout, and her brother have seen the safety and friendliness of their happy 
town reveal its darker side of racism and its violent approval of white supremacy, the 
story Harper Lee was telling all along was a story about how we see our neighbors.  It was 
standing on the porch of the reclusive Radley family that Scout felt the sadness of not 
recognizing the goodness in a man no one ever saw but had plenty of mean-spirited 
stories they told about him to entertain each other.  It was in that moment when Scout 
did something she had not done before, she stood on the porch and reflected on the 
events of the past few years of her life through the eyes of someone else, of her neighbor 
Arthur (who most folks called “Boo”), and saw herself, her brother Jem, her father Atticus 
Finch, and their neighborhood from his perspective.  She left that porch, the author 
wrote, feeling older.  “As I made my home,” Lee wrote in Scout’s voice, “I thought Jem 
and I would get grown but there wasn’t much else left for us to learn, expect possibly 
algebra.” 

 This maturity to recognize such a valuable lesson came from practicing what her 
father had preached: to see something and someone from a different point of view.  That 
wisdom is just as relevant to us this morning as we consider once again the parable we 
call The Parable of the Good Samaritan and what it has to show us about our neighbors.  
Despite only appearing in Luke’s Gospel, this story is so well known it can be easy to think 
we already know what it means.  It means we are supposed to help people in need.  It 
means the religious elite are a bunch of hypocrites and this parable gives us permission to 
smugly look down on them. 

 But what if there is more to this parable than first meets the eye?  What if, like 
Scout discovered in To Kill A Mockingbird, there is another layer to consider, if we are 
willing to linger in this parable the way Scout lingered on the Radley porch and view it 
from another, perhaps deeper perspective? What might we see? 

 The late J. Ellsworth Kalas, the former president and professor of homiletics at 
Asbury Seminary in Kentucky and pastor who served in United Methodist Churches in 
both Wisconsin and Ohio, had that opportunity when he found himself stranded on the 



side of a road.  Kalas wrote about his experience in his book Parables from the Backside 
about a time when he was serving a parish in Cleveland.  He was running late to a 
meeting when his car ran out of gas on a busy road that went through a disreputable part 
of the city.  He wrote how he remembered the angry and resentful looks he received 
from fellow motorists as he got his car out of the road.  This happened long before cell 
phones, so he was pretty helpless.   

 Two men standing in front of a strip club saw his distress and came to offer their 
help.  He explained he was out of gas and one of the men offered to siphon enough gas 
from his car into Kalas’ so he could get to the nearest gas station.  One man got his car 
while the other stayed and talked to him.  The men had the usual conversational 
exchange: they talked about their occupations.  Kalas said he was a pastor and the man 
said he and his partner bought old abandoned buildings and turned them into strip clubs, 
which they found to be profitable enterprises.  There was no judgment by either man on 
the profession of the other.  After the gas was siphoned, Kalas offered to pay them for 
the gas and their time, but the men wouldn’t accept it.  They were only doing the right 
thing, they said. 

 As he drove away, Kalas couldn’t help but think of the parable from today’s Gospel 
and how in the many years he had preached on and taught that parable in Bible studies, 
he had never looked at that parable from the point of view of the man in the ditch until 
the day he was stranded on the side of the road.  He had found his rescuers to be quite 
Samaritan-like, the opposite of him professionally yet very much having the same caring 
heart to help people, so much so that they expected nothing in return for their kindness.  
It then occurred to him that where he got this view is from Jesus.  And in those two men, 
Kalas saw Jesus himself. 

 Jesus saw people from a unique perspective.  He included people in his ministry as 
equals that society did not.  On one occasion when he fell into the easy way of 
discrimination, he listened to the person he was discriminating against who reminded 
him of God’s mercy and he changed.  Jesus embodied a mercy we often struggle to 
understand.  This perspective was evidence that Jesus was more than an ordinary man, 
Jesus was the Incarnation of God with Us, showing us how God sees us.  And in the 
Incarnation, God, it seems, wanted to linger on our porches and see things from our point 
of view as much as show us how God sees us.   

 Seeing seems to be central to the parable of the Good Samaritan.  Everyone was 
seeing, but they all appeared to see something different.  The priest and the Levite saw 
but didn’t go into the ditch with the man.  This is a parable so you can get imaginative 
with why.  Maybe they saw the man and thought he was already dead.  Maybe they saw 
a grave injustice, whipped out their cell phones and took to Twitter to rage about the 
problem of robbers on the road.  Maybe they decided to get some regulations in place 



and some more authority figures on the road to find and punish those who did such a vile 
act.  Maybe they saw what they feared would happen to them.  Maybe they saw 
something they felt powerless to change.  Who knows, but whatever they saw, they 
didn’t see what the Samaritan saw.  The Samaritan is the one character who saw what 
God sees. 

 There are lots of ways to view those who are in ditches like in this parable, and lots 
of clever ways to justifiably avoid the ditches of life.  Let’s face it, most of us would 
probably prefer to stay out of the ditch rather than get in it.  Especially if the ditch in this 
parable represents the reality of the cruelty of life in a world that is broken, frightened, 
and has fallen away from following God’s way of love and respect for all people.  We 
know there is so much awful stuff, tragic events, loss in life.  And if we can stay out of the 
ditch of suffering that those things can bring, most of us probably will.  But we know 
someone who did not.  That someone is Jesus.  For what was the crucifixion if not one of 
the worst ditches of human suffering?  Through Jesus’ crucifixion he showed us God 
doesn’t inflict suffering upon us as judgment for our fears or wrongs, but instead is not 
afraid to go into those ditches with us, because God sees one of God’s beloved in that 
ditch.  And through Jesus’ resurrection, he shows us God’s love is powerful enough to lift 
us from the ditches we dig for ourselves: be they the ditches of violence, racism, poverty, 
greed, anger, resentment, or fear.   

 Or in the case of David Brooks, the ditch of loss.   Some of you may be familiar with 
the op-ed columnist for the New York Times who also appears regularly on PBS Newshour 
and Meet the Press.  He has written several books, but it is in his latest book, titled The 
Second Mountain, that he reveals his own transformation and salvation that happened 
when he was in the ditch of loss.  The loss was that of his first marriage, the failure of 
which put him in depression.  He wasn’t just lonely for human company, he found himself 
facing a great emptiness that all his former beliefs could not justify or fill.  David Brooks 
grew up surrounded by religion.  His family is Jewish, and as a young child they sent him 
to a private Episcopal elementary school.  Later, he spent summers in his tween and 
teenage years attending an Episcopal Church camp.  Yet despite being raised in such a 
strong and diverse religious environment, David Brooks grew up a proud atheist.  He 
wrote that he saw a sort of patronizing value in religion in that it gave people some nice 
ways of living.  But God, he was certain, didn’t exist. 

 Then, after years of caring for his work far more than his family, he found himself 
alone after his wife divorced him.  He was at the lowest part of his life.  He discovered 
many of the people he thought were his friends passing by the ditch he was in as easily as 
J. Ellsworth Kalas found people speeding past him on the road when he ran out of gas.  
One day, Brooks writes in his new book, things started to change for him when he started 
seeing the people around him as living souls, not just the strangers sharing sidewalks, 
subway cars, and elevators on their way to and from work.  Seeing people from a new 



perspective made him a little less lonely, a little less depressed, and a little more open to 
the possibility that he wasn’t in his ditch alone.   

 Not long after that awakening, he was on a hike, and as he surveyed the beauty of 
the world around him, he took out a book of prayers someone had given him.  And as he 
read from a prayer, slowly, he realized he wasn’t alone.  He was in the company of the 
One who made him, who made the world and everything in it.  That is when David Brooks 
realized God is real and is Present, and God sees him, just as God sees all of us.  That is 
where he felt true joy, maybe for the first time in his life. 

 After that, Brooks wrote, he realized he was not in a ditch anymore, he was on a 
new path.  One where he knew he was going to have to make a commitment to God and 
to learn how to practice his new-found faith.  I’ll let you read the details for yourself.  But 
I am proud to say that many of people who were willing to help him heal and explore this 
tender new faith are Christians.   Now David Brooks describes himself as a “wandering 
Jew and a very confused Christian.” He is an example that sometimes religion will fail us, 
but God will still find a way to get close to us, even if God has to go into a ditch to do it, 
because God sees us not as a problem to be solved, or a cause to be fought, or as a 
hopeless case, but as one of God’s own beloved. 

 That makes God our neighbor.  Perhaps the heart of the Parable of the Good 
Samaritan is being a neighbor which goes hand in hand with how we see the people we 
share this world with.  We can choose to see each other as God sees us, as neighbors, 
whether we are on the road, in a ditch, or on the front porch, we can choose to recognize 
we are all in this life together, as God’s beloved.  Once we discover this beautiful lesson, 
we might, as Scout observed, realize there isn’t much else we need to learn, as algebra 
can be so easily forgotten, especially if it isn’t practiced.  And as David Brooks is realizing, 
there may not be much left to learn, but there is plenty to see and do together as 
neighbors on the way.  Which leaves us with just one question: What do you see? 

  


