 (
whose
neighbor
am I
)a time to speak
By Jos. Beverley

Having departed Galilee for the last time, Jesus journeyed southward through Samaria on the way to making His final appearance in Jerusalem. Upon entering Judea, the eminent Galilean Rabbi encountered an ‘expert in the law’ who sought to test Him by means of the vagaries common to rabbinic dialogue. The incident may have occurred during one of His public discourses and not necessarily in a synagogue. What followed would be a prelude to the dialectic hostilities that awaited Jesus in Jerusalem. 
“Rabbi, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” asked the lawyer. Whether the question had been aimed at humbling Jesus is unclear in that the long-established practice of testing a rabbi’s teaching ability weighs against the idea of outright entrapment. 
“What stands written in the law?” Jesus asked, and without pausing followed with the rabbinic standard for debate, “What readest thou?” 
Answering a question with a question was a device idiosyncratic to rabbis. The lawyer was now in the awkward position of having to answer his own question. He proceeded, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; cf. Deut. 6:5 and thy neighbor as thyself.” cf. Lev. 19:18 Jesus agreed. 
It is doubtful the lawyer would have added the Leviticus clause had he not wished to challenge Jesus on the meaning of ‘neighbor’, a term which Separatist Judaism (distinguished from the religion of the Old Testament) understood to exclude non-Jews. “Who is my neighbor?” he snapped. The Master would answer with The Parable of the Good Samaritan.
Recall that a man traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho was robbed, stripped, and beaten half dead by thieves. A priest, and later a Levite, saw the man dying but refused to help. Then a Samaritan saw the man, dressed his wounds, set him on his beast, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. Before parting the next morning, the Samaritan advanced the innkeeper two days wages to continue caring for the man. He vowed to repay any further expenses when he returned. cf. Luke 10:30-35
“Which now of these three, thinkest thou, was neighbor unto him that fell among the thieves?” asked Jesus. The lawyer assented to the obvious, though the parable had no practical effect on his heart given that his assumed superiority and Pharisaic bigotry withheld him from uttering the hated name, ‘Samaritan’. All the same, Jesus commanded, “Go, and do thou likewise.”
The parable’s anti-Separatist bearing is evident. But Jesus had not spoken against His brethren, the Jewish people. He had exposed a system of religion that had moved Israel from a people set aside by God unto Himself in righteousness and purity to a people who had defiantly set themselves aside in self-righteous impiety and pride.
Our Lord did not see humanity as merely a fragmentation of races and languages. Through Him, and for Him, we were created as a sole entity from one blood, and by One Blood redeemed. Nonetheless, hell awaits the man who is not earnestly his brother’s keeper. cf. Acts 17:26 
Many renounce the sanctifying efficacy of love and mercy. Their religious, political, and racial prejudices restrain them from being Good Samaritans. They tempt God with a mindset that echoes defiantly, “Who is my neighbor?” when the real question ought to be one posed not to God, but rather to themselves: “Whose neighbor am I?”

your questions and comments are welcome at atime2speak.org
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