
Luke 10:25-37 
“Maybe Mr. Rogers Was Right” 

After enjoying a night on the town, John invited his friends over to see his 
new apartment.  In the corner of his apartment was a giant gong. 

One of the friends asked, “What’s that gong for?”    
“That’s not a gong” replied John.  “That’s a talking clock.”   

“A talking clock?  How does it work?” 
“Watch” said John.   

He picked up the mallet and took a swing at the gong.   
A voice from the other side of the wall screamed,  

“Knock it off, you idiot!  It’s 2:00 in the morning!”   
__________________________________________________________ 
Neighbors.   
Have you had a terrific neighbor?   
What made them such a great neighbor?   

Mrs. Youngren lived next door when I was growing up.  She was the neighbor you called 
when you needed to borrow something.  A former beautician, she was the neighbor my mom 
called when my mom’s home coloring job turned her hair orange.  My brother and I called 
Mrs. Youngren when we were home alone and the toilet was overflowing.  Now that’s a good 
neighbor! 

Have you had a lousy neighbor?   
We had a neighbor, with a mean dog that bit several people.  These neighbors had young 
adult children who threw huge, drunken parties when their parents were out of town; parties 
so loud that they kept the neighborhood up. 

Are you a good neighbor?  Might there be some neighbor interactions for which you’d like to 
have a “Do Over”? 

The question of how to deal with neighbors has been around since the dawn of time.  Here’s 
a story that was told over 2000 years ago.   (ELIZABETH READS SCRIPTURE) 
_____________________________________________________________ 

A lawyer stood up to test Jesus.  He was a Pharisee which means he was a religious leader, 
and a devoted student of religious law.   

“Teacher”, he said. 
Teacher.  To call Jesus rabbi or teacher was a sign of respect.  Does he really mean that in an 
honoring way, or is he being sarcastic? 

 “Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life.”   

It’s a strange question.  You receive an inheritance when someone chooses you as the 
recipient. It’s always the giver’s choice.   
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Yet the lawyer says, “What must I DO to inherit eternal life?”  
He’s asking, “What do I need to do to impress God?” so I can get my reward. 

Jesus, knowing the law, and the spirit behind the law asks him, ‘What is written in the law?  
What do you read there?   

The lawyer quotes Deuteronomy 6:5, which is called the Shema.   
It is a Scripture that our devoted Jewish siblings recite every day.  

“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 
all your strength and with all your mind.”   

ALL!   
This is about God being over every part of a person’s life; their heart, their mind, their soul, 
their strength.   

Then Jesus adds a quote from Leviticus 19:18, 
 “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 

Now like any good attorney, the Pharisee wants to clearly interpret the law so he asks,  
“And who is my neighbor?”   

He wants to know who is in and who is out.   
___________________________________________________________ 

Does anyone here remember the television show, “Home Improvement”?  Tim Allen played 
Tim, the tool man Taylor.  He had neighbor called “Wilson”. 

The only part of Wilson you ever saw was about from about the nose up, as the two men 
talked over a tall privacy fence.    

All you saw was the fence…..never the neighbor.  

Sometimes the fence is a privacy fence,  
but sometimes the fence that separates neighbors is race, or ethnicity, maybe age, or 
religion. 

It’s only when we look over the fence, that we see our neighbor. 
___________________________________________________________ 

The poet Robert Frost said in one of his poems, “Good fences make good neighbors.”  He 
was NOT talking about the kind of fences you and I first think of.  He’s talking about a very 
different kind of fence. 
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Frost spent several years farming in New Hampshire. Farmers in New England would often 
make fences out of stones they found in their fields.  Think of the stone fences you see on tv 
and the movies set in England or Ireland.   

Stone fences are not very high.  Their main purpose is to keep sheep and cattle safe.   

Good neighbors make good fences.   
Robert Frost knew that at least once a year, the two neighbors who shared a stone fence, 
would walk together, one on each side of the fence.  If a stone had come loose or there were 
areas that needed repair, the two neighbors would work together to replace stones and mend 
the fence.  They helped each other.  They “saw” one another.   
_______________________________________________ 
We moved into a new house in April.  We signed the purchase agreement when there 
was still lots of snow on the ground. 

Remember how much snow we had last winter?   

We never really saw the condition of the backyard fence until we moved in in April.  
This fence is in bad shape; it’s an old picket fence.  The wood is so rotten that one of 
our dogs pushed through the pickets and took himself for a walk in the new 
neighborhood.  On a side note - I am tremendously thankful for neighbors a few blocks 
away who found our dog and called us. 

Tomorrow a fencing company is coming to tear down the rotting fence, and start 
construction of a new one.  The fence project has required conversations with 
neighbors on both sides.  The fence project has made me think about what kind of 
neighbor I want to be, and what kind of neighbor I want to have.   

Back to the Scripture passage.  The lawyer asked, “Who is my neighbor?”   
What the lawyer really wanted to know was, who was NOT his neighbor.   
He wanted to know whose needs he could ignore.  
He wanted to know if he could get away with seeing only the fence, and not the 
neighbor behind it. 
______________________________________________________ 
Jesus could have said, “Everyone is your neighbor.”   
But he doesn’t.   
He tells a story that encourages us to shift our eyes from the “fence” to the “neighbor” on the 
other side.   

Jesus tells them a parable, a story.  

A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho. There’s some geography needed for this 
parable to make sense.   

Going Down –  
He’s heading from Jerusalem to Jericho.  
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Jerusalem, is the city where the temple was located.   
The road between these two cities was a 17 mile winding road.    
Jerusalem sits way up high, over 2000 feet above sea level.  The road literally goes DOWN to 
Jericho which is several hundred feet below sea level.   
That’s a big drop in elevation. 

The man, “Fell into the hands of robbers”.   
This road between Jerusalem and Jericho was very dangerous. Traveling the road alone was 
risky.   All of the twists and turns made for great hideouts for robbers.  Robbers would hide in 
the bushes and ambush travelers.   
The road had a nickname, “The bloody pass” because so many people were robbed on it.   
 
That’s exactly what happened.  Some robbers saw the man walking on the road.    
They beat him, strip him, and left him for dead by the side of the road.   
_______________________________________________________ 

No one would be able to tell who the beaten man was –  
• he had no clothing, no i.d.   
• He was unconscious so you couldn’t even hear what kind of an accent he might have or 

what language he spoke.   
• There was nothing to give you a clue as to who he was.    

A Priest passed him by, walking on the other side.  

Maybe the priest was afraid that it was a trap, and that he would be jumped by bad guys too.   

A Levite saw him and passed by him on the other side.  Levites were Jewish religious 
leaders whose job was to took care of the temple.  The Levite saw the man and passed by 
the other side too. 

There are lots of people we might expect to not stop and help an injured person,  
but the priest and the Levite represent the best of the best,  
the ones whom God has given a special covenant.   
But they did nothing.   
They walked right by. 

Lots of people think the Priest and the Levite refused to help, because they feared becoming 
religiously “unclean” by touching the man.  They’ve often been given a “pass” because they 
were trying to be religious. 

____________________________________________________ 
Jewish New Testament scholar Dr. Amy Jill Levine disagrees.  She says that is an incorrect 
interpretation of Jewish law.  Levine says, 
  

“Their responsibility was to save a life;…………they failed.   

!  4



Saving a life is so important that Jewish Law mandates that it override every other 
concern, including keeping the Sabbath.”   

Even if the man had already died, they had a responsibility to bury the corpse.  Levine says, 
“They failed here as well.”  1

Along comes a Samaritan and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. 
Samaritans were regarded as an enemy.   
• They believed Samaritans were unclean because they had intermarried with non-Jews.   
• The Samaritans did not worship at the Jewish temple.   
• The Samaritan temple was on Mt. Gerizim.    
So Jewish religious leaders would go out of their way, sometimes miles and miles out if their 
way to avoid contact with Samaritans.  

Imagine a lifetime of experiencing that kind of prejudice. 

The Samaritan has a choice about if he will stop and help.   
Will he see the fence or will he see a neighbor in need? 

I think that’s a choice that would have been difficult for most of us. 
When we have been wounded, it’s hard not to build a fence. 

__________________________________________________________ 
Sometimes people have an incredible capacity to tear down fences. 

This story is from a book called Profiles in Character.  Members of congress were asked to 
contribute the stories. 

I’m going to tell one woman’s story without using her name or political party.  It’s so easy, in 
this politically charged climate today, to hear someone’s party and put up a fence.  Some 
people hear “Republican” and their fences go up.  Some hear “Democrat” and do the same. 
_________________________________ 

The congresswoman’s parents divorced when she was young.   
A few years later, her mother remarried.   
Her new stepfather worked hard to support the family.   
One particular story demonstrates his great character: 

Her birth father, was on visit to Wyoming, when he was beaten and robbed.   
He was taken by ambulance to the hospital.   
A paramedic, trying to locate the man’s emergency contact, found his former wife’s phone 
number in his things, and called the house. 
The paramedic did not know they were no longer married.   

Levin, Amy Jill.   https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2014/09/17/go-and-do-likewise-lessons-1

parable-good-samaritan
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Here’s where the story gets interesting. 

The stepfather went immediately to the hospital, 
• paid his wife’s ex-husband’s hospital bill.   
• He took him to a local motel.   
• The stepfather paid the room and the meals until he had recovered enough to go home.  2

Where there could have been a fence, the stepfather saw a neighbor. 
____________________________________________________ 
In 1983, the Arab-Israeli war was intensifying. 

Members of a church in Beirut were afraid.  Their pastor, a man named Fuad Bahnan, tells 
this story. 

The war was crippling the city.    
Church members began to buy all the canned food they could, in order to survive a rumored 
siege.   

And it did happen.  West Beirut was completely cut off.  The food supply was running short. 

The leadership of the church met to decide how to distribute the food they had purchased.   

There were two proposals.   
1. The first was to distribute food to the church members, then to other Christians. If 

there was any food left – it would go to Muslim neighbors.                                    

2. The other proposal was different.  First, food would be given to Muslim neighbors, 
then to other Christians, and finally – if there was any left over – to church 
members.   

It was a difficult meeting and lasted six hours.   

It ended when an older, quiet, much respected Elder, a woman, stood up and said, “If we do 
not demonstrate the love of Christ in this place, who will?”   

And so the second motion – giving food to Muslim neighbors first – passed.  3

_________________________________________________ 
The question is always, “will we see a fence or a neighbor?” 

 Representative Barbara Cubin.  Profiles in Character - The Values That Made America.   (Nashville: 2

Thomas Nelson, 1996). pp. 68-69

 John M. Buchanan, http://rockefeller.uchicago.edu/Sermons/guests/021504sermon.html3
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When we see a fence we are saying, “What will happen to me?” 
When we see a neighbor, we say, “What will happen to them?” 

______________________________________________________________ 
If there was ever a man who knew about being a good neighbors it was Fred Rogers. Of Mr. 
Roger’s neighborhood,  Mr. Rogers used to sing, “Please won’t you be my neighbor”.   

I think he was right.   

Tomorrow the fence demolition project begins at my house. 
But…. I think it won’t just be about taking down a rotting, old wooden fence. 

I think the fence project will be about me. 

Where is God calling you to be part of a fence demolition project? 

Amen. 

Let’s pray. 
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