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An interesting phenomenon happens whenever I try to set boundaries with my 

kids. They always want to negotiate how much further they can go. If I tell one of 

them to turn off the TV, they say “just 5 more minutes – the show is almost over!” 

Or when I tell them what time they need to be home, they’ll say “Can’t I stay out 

just a little bit later? Everyone else has a later curfew. How about midnight or 

12:30?” You get the idea.  

But kids aren’t the only ones to test boundaries. I do it when I justify eating more 

or spending more than I should – “but it’s on sale!” I tell myself; or “it tastes so 

good and who knows when I’ll come back to this restaurant.” All of us test our 

boundaries in one way or another, and we’ve been doing it since the Garden of 

Eden when Eve asked Adam, “How bad can one apple be? Go ahead. Bite it!” 

Of course, we know how well that turned out, right? 

All of us test the boundaries of how far we can go and still get away with doing 

something. We rationalize our actions and we come up with reasons to do what 

we want to do, or what we don’t want to do, and we convince ourselves that 

these reasons are perfectly valid. 

But we don’t only do this with curfews or food, we do it with how we treat other 

people, too.  

Last week I watched a YouTube video in which one of our new co-moderators of 

the General Assembly, Denise Anderson, talked about how pushing boundaries 

affects our interactions with other people, especially people outside our social 

groups. She refers to this boundary pushing as “othering”. When we “other” 

other people, we validate how we treat people outside our social group based on 

what we believe about them.” And according to Anderson, this helps us to 

“rationalize the awful way we treat people” so that we won’t “think of ourselves 

as awful people. If we can find a reason to do less by people, we will,” she says. 

“That’s how othering works. And it’s often something we do without even 

realizing we’re doing it. Call it total depravity, or call it a symptom of our sinful 



nature, but that’s what we do,” she says. “Because there’s no reason to be 

inhumane to others”, so we make up reasons to push the boundaries of how 

people should be treated. 

In the case of the Good Samaritan, the priest and the Levite justified their reasons 

for leaving the man helpless and in the ditch by citing the law. The priest had to 

get to the temple to observe the Sabbath, and the Levite wasn’t permitted to 

touch someone who was injured. So they passed by the injured man, even though 

he clearly needed their help, because they considered their reasons for not 

helping as perfectly valid. 

Last month the New York Times ran an op-ed about empathy, citing recent 

research into why we help some people but ignore others.  

You’ve probably heard the saying “one death is a tragedy. One million is a 

statistic.” It’s thought to capture an unfortunate truth that Anderson touches on, 

as does recent research: that while one crying child or injured puppy tugs at our 

heartstrings, large numbers of suffering people, as in epidemics, earthquakes or 

genocides, do not inspire a comparable reaction. Even though we actually believe 

that if more lives are at stake we’ll feel more empathy and therefore do more to 

help, recent research concludes that empathy fails us when we need it the most.  

And not only that, but our empathy is constrained when it comes to people of 

different races, nationalities or creeds. All those people who we tend to “other”. 

That’s sobering research, and probably one we’d rather not hear, but I think 

there’s truth to it. We tell ourselves we can’t stop to help someone if we’re in a 

“bad” neighborhood”, or it’s late at night, because it’s dangerous, and something 

could happen to us. We might not speak up when we know we should because 

what if the other person gets really mad.  What if they’re carrying a gun? Whether 

we like to admit it or not, deep-seated, racist tendencies show themselves when 

we don’t stop to help someone who doesn’t look like us, and we defend and 

justify our inaction even though we know it’s wrong.  

We see an example of this in the Good Samaritan with the priest and Levite and 

the lawyer, who pushes the boundaries of who his neighbor is so he can justify 

who he doesn’t want to help.  



The lawyer wants to know, “What must I do to inherit eternal life.” Since he’s a 

lawyer, Jesus makes him recite the law.  

“You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your being, with all 

your strength, and with all your mind, and love your neighbor as yourself,” the 

lawyer says.  

“You have answered correctly,” Jesus tells him. “Do this and you will live.” 

But the lawyer isn’t entirely satisfied with that answer, so he asks “Who is my 

neighbor?” He’s trying to justify himself. He’s testing his boundaries. He’s trying 

to find a way out or around what is required of him. He’s trying to rationalize his 

behavior, his “othering”. 

But Jesus surprises the lawyer with the story of the Good Samaritan. The 

Samaritan is the last person the lawyer would expect to be the hero of the story, 

because the Samaritan was “the other”. A Samaritan, a member of a despised 

race, with different religious beliefs and practices, despised by Jews—and the 

feelings were more than mutual—does the unheard of thing in our story: stops, 

binds up the man’s wounds, anoints them, lifts the man onto the back of his own 

beast of burden, takes him to an inn, arranges for his keep, and promises to come 

back and pay the bill. 

After Jesus tells the Good Samaritan parable to the lawyer, he asks him to answer 

his own question.  “Which of these three proved to be the neighbor to the man 

who fell into the hands of the robbers?”  There is, of course, only one right 

answer to Jesus’ question, and the lawyer gives the right one.  “The one who 

showed him mercy.”  The one who did something.   

Even though the lawyer got the answer right, we don’t know his true reaction to 

Jesus’ parable, but my guess is it upset him. Because he didn’t want to help 

everyone.  That’s why he tried to complicate Jesus’ message by trying to define 

who his neighbor is and just how much he has to help him.  But Jesus won’t 

cooperate in that argument.   

Jesus makes it clear to the lawyer and to us, that there’s no need to complicate 

the matter by making it more than it needs to be. Our neighbor is anyone and 

everyone. 



But of course, we love to complicate things, don’t we? Like that lawyer, we want 

more details. But what we really want to know is, “Who isn’t my neighbor?” 

Who can I ignore?  Who can I avoid helping?  What about the person I despise, do 

I need to help him?  How about the person I’m mad it, I don’t really need to help 

her do I? I mean, exactly how much do I have to do?   

One night a woman and her husband were reading an article in the newspaper on 

the environment and discussing the finer points of ozone depletion and the 

greenhouse effect.  They were both genuinely concerned about what was 

happening.  They talked about the issues until they understood them, but then it 

got down to what they were going to do about it.  Would they start using public 

transportation, boycott Styrofoam in any shape or form, cut down on energy 

consumption by not using air conditioning?  Their conversation lost momentum 

there.  Her husband remembered some things he had to do and she went back to 

her reading.  

The woman and her husband were complicating the matter by defining the terms 

of how much they would do by testing the boundaries to validate their inaction. 

Going back to that research about our capacity for empathy, while there is some 

research supporting the idea that empathy is a limited resource that we cannot 

extend indefinitely or to everyone, and while some theologians may say such lack 

of empathy can be attributed to our sinful nature, neither is an excuse to do 

nothing. And if we want to find justifications for why we shouldn’t help someone, 

the last place we should turn for help with that argument is the Bible. Because it’s 

just not there. Just like there is research that confirms empathy is a choice that 

we make, and that our capacity for empathy can change over time, our faith 

always calls us to be better than our tendencies.  Always. There is no excuse for 

not helping.  

Do this, Jesus says.  Don’t just absorb it.  Don’t just think about.  Do this.  Jesus 

speaks in the imperative here.  This isn’t just an “if you have the time”, sort of 

thing.  This is a “you must do this,” sort of thing.    

When you pass by a homeless person on the street, you must give him a place to 

sleep.  When you pass by a panhandler, you must give him money.  When you 

pass by someone begging for food, you must feed him.  Don’t stop to think about 



it.  Don’t take the time to rationalize why you should not do any of the just-

mentioned tasks.  Don’t even take the time to rationalize why you should do the 

just mentioned tasks.  Just do it.  Nike had it right-just do it.    

Be a neighbor.  Don’t just think about it.  Don’t question it.  Just do it.  And as the 
famous preacher Barbara Brown Taylor says, “Do a little or do a lot, but do 
some.  Let the summer showers of God’s love soak the seeds of your right 
answers so that they blossom into right actions, and watch the landscape begin 
to change.  Just do it, and find out that when you do, you do live, and live 
abundantly, just like the man said.”  
  
Amen.   
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