
Neighbor
Befriending all whom God befriends

INTRODUCTION TO THE WEEK
This week’s study contains two parables of Jesus. Parables are riddle-like stories whose 
point is not only to teach something, but to change the mind of the hearer so that he or 
she begins to think like a true disciple of Jesus. As the stories are rather long, they will 
be divided up over several days so that they can “soak” not only into your mind, but 
into your heart. Let Jesus be your teacher this week, through these provocative stories.

Monday: The Rich Man and Lazarus, Part I

Before we even begin the parable for today, it is important to know who was 
listening to Jesus, and what was happening in their conversation before Jesus turns 
to tell the parable. Here is a slice of the conversation that precedes the story of the 
rich man and Lazarus:

The Pharisees, who were lovers of money, heard all this, and they ridiculed him. 
So he said to them, “You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of others; 
but God knows your hearts; for what is prized by human beings is an abomination 
in the sight of God (Luke 16:14-15). 

The author of the Gospel of Luke took pains to develop the character of Jesus as 
God’s prophet, concerned with how people of faith were ignoring the portions of 
Torah that had to do with justice, especially the treatment of the poor.  A prophet 
boldly proclaims God’s point of view, even when threatened by those who want to 
seek only their own advantage. [There is a deeper discussion of what it means to be 
a prophet in the sessions on disciples as prophets.]
• In the verses above, you can hear the sharp criticism of the Pharisees as “lovers of 

money,” people who had lost sight of the long-range view of what God desires, in 
favor of the short-term rewards of money, pride, and comfort.
• Historically, it would be important not to confuse what is said about Pharisees here 

in this particular passage with what can be known about Pharisees more generally 
in their time-period, when they were known as people who were dedicated to 
holiness in daily life, not as “lovers of money.” They serve here as a warning to us 
that even those who are dedicated to the things of God can fool themselves into 
thinking that they deserve comfort and luxury at the expense of society’s weakest 
members.



So Jesus begins to tell this story:

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and fine linen and who feasted 
sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered 
with sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich man’s 
table; even the dogs would come and lick his sores (Luke 16:19-21).

Even in these few verses, we get a sense for the story-teller’s art. In a way, the teller 
lets us see the action from a God’s-eye view, and from that view we see just where 
God’s heart unfolds in compassion.
• The rich man, who is not even named here, is less the focus of God’s concern than 

the poor man, who is named Lazarus.
• Even the dogs have more compassion than the rich man, who practically has to 

step over the suffering Lazarus as he goes out or into the gateway of his fine house.
• The rich man is clothed in purple and fine linen, while Lazarus is “clothed” in 

sores; the rich man feasts every day, while Lazarus would be content with the 
scraps that fall off the rich man’s table, if only he would be allowed to have them.

This parable is a painful story of the needs of our nearest neighbors, people so close 
that we may feel threatened by their needs.

Questions for Reflection
• What do you think keeps the rich man from noticing Lazarus? What is he afraid 

of?
• What does it mean to be a “lover of money”? Jesus contrasts what is prized by 

human beings with what is prized by God. What does this story tell you about 
what God prizes?
• Who are your nearest neighbors in need? Are they next-door to you? Do they live a 

mile away? Are they even in your family? I live in a large city, where there are 
several school districts, so one way I have gotten a sense for my nearest neighbors 
has been to chart out the boundaries of our Elementary School district, which is 
quite varied in terms of socio-economic well-being.  I have ridden my bicycle 
down all the streets of our district, and you might be able to do something similar. 
Or you could simply drive your car within your zip code. If you live in a small 
town, you may be very aware of your neighbors already. What do you imagine 
their needs might be? What do they care about? How do they celebrate holidays? 
Are there ways in which your lives are already intertwined? How are you changed 
when your prayers begin to include the needs of your nearest neighbors?
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Prayer
Most gracious God, you see not only my needs, but those of all who live near me. 
Empower me to hear my own story inside this parable, and to become your 
instrument in the community where I live, in the name of Jesus, my teacher and my  
Lord. Amen.

Tuesday: The Rich Man and Lazarus, Part II

The plot thickens, as we continue with the parable of the rich man and Lazarus:

The poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abraham. The 
rich man also died and was buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he 
looked up and saw Abraham far away with Lazarus by his side. He called out, 
‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger 
in water and cool my tongue; for I am in agony in these flames.’  But Abraham 
said, ‘Child, remember that during your lifetime you received your good things, 
and Lazarus in like manner evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are 
in agony.  Besides all this, between you and us a great chasm has been fixed, so 
that those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so, and no one can 
cross from there to us.’ He said, ‘Then, father, I beg you to send him to my father’s 
house— for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, so that they will not 
also come into this place of torment.’ Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the 
prophets; they should listen to them.’ He said, ‘No, father Abraham; but if 
someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent.’ He said to him, ‘If they do 
not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced even if 
someone rises from the dead’” (Luke 16:22-31).  

Part of the art of this story concerns what we might think of as the “staging” of the 
drama.
• In the first scene, yesterday, the rich man and Lazarus were very near to one 

another. In fact, the rich man had to practically stumble over Lazarus to go in or 
out of his house.
• But, though both have died, they are now far away from one another.
• Today the storyteller has invited us to see things that only God can see, the realities 

of what happens after death.
• Here there is a great gulf that separates the rich man (who now suffers the flames 

of Hades) from Lazarus (cradled in the comfort of Abraham’s arms).

But it appears that the rich man has not yet learned his lesson.
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• He sees Lazarus as someone whose role is to serve him, by dipping his finger into 
cool water and crossing the gulf to slake the rich man’s terrible thirst.
• With a note of sadness, Abraham says to the rich man, “Child, remember that 

during your lifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus in like manner 
evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in agony....”
• There is even a hint that those who are with Abraham are so imbued with 

compassion that their dearest desire would be to cross over to care for those who 
are in Hades (“those who might want to pass from here to you cannot do so”), but 
the chasm between them makes that impossible.

The story ends with the rich man’s request to warn his brothers, and Abraham’s 
ironic response: “If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither will they be 
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”
• Jesus’ teaching is completely consistent with that of Moses and the prophets, and 

the Pharisees, listening to Jesus’ story, are presumably teachers of the scriptures.
• Why, then, do you suppose they continue to be “lovers of money,” rather than 

people who prize what God prizes?

Questions for Reflection
• Jesus opens up the realm of life after death, to show us the full scope of God’s 

justice. But the real force of this parable occurs in imagining how the story could 
have had a different ending: What if the rich man had stopped and cared for 
Lazarus? Play this story out in your mind. What would the rich man do, exactly? 
How might Lazarus have responded? Who else would have been affected by their 
interaction?
• How many different excuses do we make for not serving our nearest neighbor in 

need? What fears keep us from serving our neighbor?
• This is a very human-scale, person-to-person story of the need for compassion, but 

some of the most serious needs that face us, and that require godly wisdom, are 
larger and farther away. What does this story tell us about how God might work 
through us as voters or legislators? as churches? as communities of volunteers? as 
neighbors on a global scale?

Prayer
Jesus, embodiment of God’s compassion, I want to follow you. I want to have your 
heart toward my neighbor. Burn away the fears that keep me from serving those 
who need me, and give me the courage of a learner. In your holy Name I pray. Amen.
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Wednesday: The Good Samaritan, Part I

At the end of Luke 9, Jesus “set his face to go to Jerusalem,” where he will meet his 
death. Today, we meet up with Jesus and his disciples shortly after that turn in the 
narrative, and after the disciples have been sent out in pairs “to every town where 
Jesus himself intended to go” (10:1).
• The disciples and “seventy others” are successful in their mission, and they 

subdue the “spirits” that are holding the people captive.
• You might wonder to yourself what these spirits might be, whether then or now, 

that are contrary to God’s will for people. Spirits of selfishness? Spirits of attraction 
to material gain? Spirits of fearfulness?

And then the following story begins to unfold:

Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to 
inherit eternal life?”  Jesus said to him, “What is written in the law? What do 
you read there?”  He answered, “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; 
and your neighbor as yourself.” And Jesus said to him, “You have given the right 
answer; do this, and you will live.” But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, 
“And who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:25-29).  

This story is Luke’s telling of an account that appears in Mark’s Gospel (Mark 
10:17-22). In Mark’s version, the man (not a lawyer) turns sadly to leave, upon 
hearing that he must sell what he owns, give the money to the poor, and then come 
and follow Jesus. For his part, Jesus loves the man, but lets him go - or - loves him 
enough to let him go when he is not ready to follow. The comparison of the two stories 
calls us to wonder just how costly love of the neighbor may be for a disciple of Jesus.

Both stories witness to the common first-century Jewish practice of questioning a 
Rabbi about his teaching.
• Jesus’ answer to the original question, the double commandment to love God and 

neighbor, is not at all unusual.
• It is what unfolds next that lets us see how Jesus’ teaching pushed the limits within 

1st century Jewish culture, as it still pushes our limits today.
• It sounds as though the lawyer may be hoping that by carefully defining who his 

neighbor is (people within one mile? two miles?) he won’t have to strain too hard 
to love his neighbor as himself.
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Questions for Reflection
• What might we have to give up (like the young man in Mark’s story), in order to 

love our neighbor as ourself (as in Luke’s story)?
• Do you sometimes catch yourself trying to reduce God’s commandments to their 

simplest possible demands? What would it take to push yourself to allow God’s 
commandments to deepen or expand in yourself and in your practice? What 
neighbor (relationship) of yours would require the most from you, if you were to 
try to love him or her as you love yourself?

Prayer
God of all, I want to be fully alive.  Teach me how to love you and how to love my 
neighbor, so that I may truly come into the fullness of my life, as you intended for 
me from the beginning. Amen.

Thursday: The Good Samaritan, Part II

You may recall from yesterday that Jesus has just been asked by the lawyer, “And 
who is my neighbor?”

Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the 
hands of robbers, who stripped him, beat him, and went away, leaving him half 
dead.  Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, 
he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and 
saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while traveling came near 
him; and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He went to him and 
bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on 
his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him (Luke 10:30-34). 
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The treacherous road between Jerusalem and Jericho

From the picture, you can see just how vulnerable a traveler might have been on the 
road from Jerusalem to Jericho, which was known not only for its natural dangers, but 
for the robbers who took advantage of travelers’ vulnerability. When the story begins, 
the hearers no doubt already had a sense for where the plot was headed.
• What is surprising is that the priest and the Levite, who knew the Torah inside and 

out (remember the lawyer’s question from yesterday), do not stop to help the 
wounded man. In pondering their reactions, do not forget that the point of a 
parable is not primarily a critique of the characters who show up in it, but how the 
parable turns its sharp gaze on you and your usual thoughts and actions. When are 
you the priest? When are you the Levite? When are you the injured man? When 
are you the Samaritan?
• Some people have excused the priest and the Levite, because of their need to 

remain in a state of holiness, in order to carry out their duties in the Temple. But 
notice that they are going in the opposite direction, from Jerusalem toward Jericho. 
It is perhaps difficult to tell whether the man is dead (and thus “unclean”) or alive, 
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but that issue should not have stopped either of the religious officials from 
carrying out the kind of compassion toward the neighbor that the Torah teaches.
• It is the Samaritan, the long-time enemy of the mainstream Jewish community, 

who carries out self-giving compassion, in fulfillment of Torah. Samaritans were 
descended from the people of Israel who were left in the land when the aristocracy 
was exiled to Babylon, and who were shunned by the returnees and not allowed to 
participate in the rebuilding of the temple in the 6th century BCE. Though 
Samaritans and Jews worshiped the same God, there were centuries of bad blood 
between them. There is evidence in several of the Gospels that Samaritans were an 
important focus of early Christian mission.

What is most important for us to note, however, is a clue hidden in the words of the text 
that will guide us toward what we need to learn about being a faithful neighbor.
• Look back at the story, and see the repetitions in how each person responds to the 

wounded man. The priest and the Levite each “see” the man and “pass by on the 
other side.”
• When the Samaritan “sees” him, however, he “has compassion.” The word for 

compassion in the original Greek (splanchnē), refers to a person’s guts, or entrails. 
We might say that the Samaritan experiences “gut-wrenching compassion” for the 
wounded man.
• This is the same compassion that God has had for the world, the compassion that 

resulted in God’s sending Jesus to embody God’s care: “In the tender compassion 
of our God, the dawn from on high shall break upon us...”(Luke 1:78). When God 
sees how many human beings are struggling and suffering, God has gut-
wrenching compassion. In Jesus, God has crossed not just a road, but the divide 
between heaven and earth, to come to be with us and to bind our wounds.
• Part of the shock value of this parable is the fact that the Samaritan (an outsider to 

the Jewish community) did what God would do, while those who had the official 
position of caring for the things of God revealed their lack of insight into what God 
really requires. Remember that in Jesus’ time, his critique is that of an insider to the 
Jewish religious system.

Questions for Reflection
• In the story of the rich man and Lazarus, we reflected upon the needs of our 

nearest neighbors. This story calls us to think about how to be a neighbor to people 
who are separated from us by some divide, whether physical (like the road) or 
social (like the split between Samaritans and Jews). What do you most often allow 
to be a barrier, so that you do not feel the responsibility to care for someone in 
need?
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• Imagine being the wounded man, lying bleeding in the dust, seeing an enemy (the 
Samaritan) coming toward him on the lonely road. How do you respond when the 
Samaritan comes close to you? How to you respond as he begins to dress your 
wounds? How are you changed by the event?

Prayer
God of compassion, give me  your eyes to see the neighbor who needs me, and the 
courage to cross whatever boundary might stand between me and the neighbor who 
is mine to serve. And if it is I who stand in need, let me graciously and gratefully 
receive the care of anyone you call to my aid. In Jesus’ Name I pray. Amen.

Friday: The Good Samaritan, Part III

Our story continues, as the Samaritan follows through on care to the injured man:

The next day the Samaritan took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and 
said, ‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you 
spend.’  Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell 
into the hands of the robbers?”  He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus 
said to him, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:35-37).

One of the traditional ways to interpret the parable of the Good Samaritan is to see the 
Samaritan as Christ (or a Christian), who brings a wounded person to the church for 
healing.
• The church is like an inn, where Christ has paid for the care of the wounded. The 

church carries out the care for the neighbor whom Christ has brought to us.
• Christ is the truly good neighbor, and we enact our neighborliness in his image.
• Christ is the full presence of God, having compassion on wounded humanity, 

crossing every barrier between heaven and earth to rescue those who are in 
“trouble, sorrow, need, sickness, or any other adversity” (from the Prayers of the 
People in Rite I, the Book of Common Prayer).

Questions for Reflection
• In how many ways did the Samaritan show the wounded man mercy?
• Can you tell a story of your faith community that is like the story of the Good 

Samaritan?
• What has been your own deepest wounding in life? Did you have a community to 

help you in your healing?
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• Pretend you are one of the people who work in the inn. What would be your part 
in caring for the wounded person? How does that insight play out in your actual 
work in the world or your service to the church?

Prayer
Gracious God, you have entrusted to your Church the care of all who are wounded, 
whether inwardly or outwardly. Give to our community all that is necessary to carry 
out your healing and reconciling work, that with one heart and one voice we may 
rejoice to see and know your mercy. In Christ’s Name I pray. Amen.

Saturday: The Syrophoenician Woman
Today’s story from the Gospel of Mark tells of a turning point in Jesus’ ministry. 
Perhaps it is comforting to see that Jesus, in his humanity, did not know exactly the 
scope of his work from the very beginning. This fact gives us, as disciples, a model for 
being awake to the possibility for change and challenge in God’s call to us.

From there Jesus set out and went away to the region of Tyre. He entered a house 
and did not want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice, but 
a woman whose little daughter had an unclean spirit immediately heard about 
him, and she came and bowed down at his feet. Now the woman was a Gentile, of 
Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. He 
said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food 
and throw it to the dogs.” But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the 
table eat the children’s crumbs.” Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may 
go—the demon has left your daughter.” So she went home, found the child lying 
on the bed, and the demon gone (Mark 7:24-30). 

Jesus has gone outside the area of his usual ministry, perhaps hoping for a chance to 
catch his breath a little, when this woman, a Gentile, approaches him for help. 

• As in the story of the Good Samaritan, this story puts before us the question of 
how far our neighborliness needs to extend.
• Jesus hadn’t considered that the scope of his work went beyond the Jewish 

community, the people who knew God and obeyed God’s teaching.
• The interchange between Jesus and the woman can seem harsh, as Jesus 

compares the Jews to the “children” of a household and Gentiles to “dogs.” The 
woman does not allow the sting of Jesus’ initial response to deter her from her 
goal. She picks up Jesus’ harsh words herself, and uses them to persist on her 
daughter’s behalf.
• Far from being offended by the woman’s persistence, Jesus responds, “For 

saying that, you may go--the demon has left your daughter....”
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• Jesus does not preach to the woman, does not try to convert her, but instead 
allows God’s healing power to move through him to her daughter. The story 
ends in the woman’s home, with her daughter healed, while Jesus moves on 
with his work.

Questions for Reflection
• One way to work with this story is to imagine what happens in the weeks after this  

encounter. How do you imagine that the woman was changed? How was her 
daughter changed? How was Jesus changed? How, perhaps, is your life different 
on account of this story?
• In the story of Lazarus and the rich man, we considered our responsibilities 

toward our nearest neighbors. In this story, we have been led to consider those 
who are far off, or very different from us. What are the distinct challenges of these 
different sorts of neighbors? Does it matter to you if people do not understand that 
your care for them is part of your faithfulness to God?

Prayer
Healing God, you have trusted us to be neighbors to all whom you love and care for. 
Let us not be hindered by our own standards for judging who or what is deserving 
of your care, but lead us gently and surely to widen our circles of love, respect, and 
caring, that our joy may likewise expand and deepen. In the Name of Jesus we pray. 
Amen.
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