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A few years ago, I went to a conference where there were a bunch of people 

from a variety of Christian traditions. There was a speaker there named Jay 

Pathak who’s a pastor in Denver, CO. He co-wrote a book called “The Art of 

Neighboring.” I’ll be drawing heavily from his material today because he 

made a very simple point that is incredibly practical.  

 

As it turns out, the bible actually talks a lot about loving your neighbor. One 

time, Jesus was asked the question, “what is the greatest commandment?” He  

answered directly and said “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, 

mind, and strength.” Then he said the second is like it: “love your neighbor as 

yourself.” He follows up with “All the Law and the Prophets hang on these 

two commandments.”  

 

In other words, the whole teaching of the Bible is aimed toward complete love 

for God and love for neighbor. What our invocation calls “perfect love.” Like 

I said, it’s kinda a big deal in the bible. As a shorthand, we call the command 

to love God and to love neighbor “the great commandment,” because of how 

Jesus answered this question.   

 

So one time a lawyer -- a expert in the Jesus law-- tested Jesus and asked him 

“what must I do to inherit eternal life?” He’s testing Jesus, but it’s still a good 

question. Jesus then does what he does, which is to respond to the man’s 

question with a question. He says, “What’s in the Law? How do you read it?”  

 

The lawyer responds with the great commandment-- love God with all you 

are and love your neighbor as yourself.  

 

To that Jesus says, “You have answered correctly, Do this and you will live.” 

Full stop.  

 

It seems like the lawyer hears Jesus’ response and basically says, “Uh oh… 

I’m not doing that. I don’t even know anyone that’s doing that.”  
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Luke, the Gospel writer, interprets what happens for us and says, the lawyer 

“wanted to justify himself.”  

 

And so … the lawyer does what lawyers are so good at doing-- both for good 

and for bad-- he looks for a loophole. He knows he hasn’t been loving his 

neighbor, but he doesn’t want to be condemned for it.  

 

So wanting to justify himself he says, “And who is my neighbor….?” (It’s a 

great lawyer trick) 

 

It’s in answering that question that Jesus tells the parable of the good 

samaritan. We just read the story. A man is beaten up and left half dead at the 

side of the road. Two religious people who should have been the most likely 

to help him because of their religious convictions pass by and do nothing, but 

then the enemy comes along-- the Samaritan-- and he takes care of him. The 

Samaritan goes way above and beyond-- he cares for the beaten man, takes 

him to an inn and says to the innkeeper, “give him whatever he needs, I’ll pay 

the bill.” 

 

Jesus then asks the lawyer which person in this story was a neighbor. The 

lawyer can’t even bring himself to say the name of his enemy, “the 

Samaritan,” so he says, “the one who showed him mercy.” To which Jesus 

says, “go and do likewise.” It’s one of the most famous stories in the Bible. 

 

But what we’ve done with this story is to say that what Jesus is teaching us is 

that if we come across anyone in need, even if it’s your enemy-- like a 

wounded terrorist-- it’s your job to help them. And by helping them you’ll be 

a good neighbor. 

But what ends up happening is that we go and we effectively make it a 

metaphor. Neighbor becomes something nebulous. It’s someone in need. And 

the good news for us is that as long as it’s nice and vague, we’re doing great. 
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We think to ourselves, “Well, If I ever came across a wounded terrorist… I’d 

be right there. Hasn’t happened so far, but I’m ready.” 

  

And so here is my suggestion. Perhaps loving your enemy in need is sorta like 

graduate level love for your neighbor. But let’s talk kindergarten level love. 

Super basic. Let’s talk about the people who live right around you. Certainly 

my friends in the Dominican Republic are my neighbor. Certainly that 

wounded terrorist, if I ever come across him, is my neighbor. But that doesn’t 

make the people that live right around me any less my neighbor. So maybe 

that’s a good place to start. 

 

So, pop quiz time. Everyone loves a good pop quiz. Get out your pew pencil 

or a pen.  Something to write on, like the free paper you got on your way in. 

Or you can just do it in your head if you want.  

 

● draw a tic-tac-toe board. A 3x3 grid 

● In the center square write your address or house number.  

○ Think of this like an aerial view of your house. Your house is in 

the center.  

● And then in the 8 boxes that surround it, you can just do this really 

quickly-- just write the names of all your neighbors. Ready, go! 

 

Right so in the boxes around your address, just write the names of your 

neighbors. So these are the people who live next to you, across the street, 

behind you, catty-corner to you. Just write their names.  

 

Some of you have suddenly gotten all legalist on me and you’re like, “well, 

Pastor David, that’s not what my street looks like at all… I’m at the end of the 

street and there’s a park behind me... so… I guess I just can’t participate.”  

 

Let’s just remember the lawyer… who wanted to justify himself.  

Ok, so just write down the names of your 8 closest neighbors. 
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How many of you know the names of ALL 8 of the neighbors who live 

around you? (Ok great, why don’t you just stand up and tell us who they 

are…) 

 

Ths tic-tac-toe board is called your “block map,” but I prefer the name “chart 

of shame.” Most Americans can’t do this.  

 

Remember Jesus says that all the law and the prophets hang on loving God 

and loving neighbor. Jesus takes the definition of neighbor to the extreme, 

which is anyone in need, even your enemies. But if that’s graduate level work, 

then maybe kindergarten is a good place to start. Your literal neighbors. And 

this is super basic kindergarten-- knowing their names. There is a lot more to 

love than knowing someone’s name, but… it’s usually a pretty good start. 

 

If we don’t start loving particular people, then we end up, as Jay Pathak says, 

with “A metaphoric love for a metaphoric neighbor, and our metaphoric 

gospel changes our [community], metaphorically.” 

 

Imagine what Catonsville would look like if every Christian loved the people 

around them enough to risk being involved in their lives. 

 

When I first heard this content, I confess that I could only fill out one other 

square on the chart of shame. And if I’m honest, I haven’t made as much 

progress as I hoped I would since then. You know, sometimes I’ll have to 

preach some things that I need to hear too. I’m not who I need to be but I 

praise God that I’m not who I was.  

 

Katie and I did take steps to get to know one of our neighbors better-- a young 

couple that recently moved in next door to us. We’d chatted superficially in 

the yard a few times, but honestly we didn’t know very much about them. So 

we decided to have them over for dinner. 
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Getting our house ready for guests isn’t the easier. As one friend of ours said, 

trying to clean your house with kids playing in it is like trying to brush your 

teeth while chewing oreos. It’s very difficult to make any progress.  

 

Be that as it may, we’d gotten into a bit of a routine with our house cleaning 

because we’d been having people over regularly for Alpha. Alpha is one of 

my favorite things to talk about in the world, but for now I’ll just say that it’s 

a low pressure 10-week introduction to the Christian faith that is for everyone, 

but particularly designed for those who wouldn’t necessarily call themselves 

Christians. We gather for a meal, we watch a 25 minute talk about the 

Christian faith, and we have a discussion. 

 

So we’d hosted two or three Alpha courses in my home by the time we got 

around to eating with our neighbors. That meant that once a week, we had 5-

10 cars outside our house. For some reason I was surprised to learn at dinner 

that our neighbors had noticed. I don’t tend to lead with “Hey, my name is 

David and I’m a pastor,” because most people freak out and the conversation 

shuts down. But my neighbor did say, “Hey, so what do you do here on 

Sunday nights?” And then I got to tell them a little about Alpha. They haven’t 

come yet, and that’s fine. Katie and I are still learning how to love our 

neighbors, and it’s a journey that I hope we can share together. 

 

As Jay Pathak says “we don’t love people to convert them. We love people 

because we’re converted.” We don’t love with an agenda. We just love. We 

love because Jesus commanded us to, and Jesus never commands us to do 

anything we aren’t able to do. Through Jesus, God’s commands become 

covered promises. “You shall love the Lord your God…. You shall love your 

neighbor.” When we trust in Jesus, we begin to receive so much of God’s love 

that it overflows out of us in the direction of God and even in the direction of 

our literal neighbors. 
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So may you not skip over kindergarten neighbor love as you aim for graduate 

level neighbor love. May you take a risk and get to know your neighbors. And 

may you experience a love from God so great that it transforms your chart of 

shame into a chart of friends. Amen. 

 

 


