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 I’d like to start with a little bit of an introduction. For those of you I’ve not met, my name 
is AJ Stack. I’m that person you’re praying for every Sunday but never see! I’m a seminarian at 
Bexley Hall Seminary in Columbus, and Good Shepherd is my church home—and it really feels 
so wonderful to be home! I’ve completed my first of three years in seminary, and as some of you 
are aware, I’m spending this summer in a Chaplaincy internship program at Ohio State 
University Medical Center. I’d like to talk about some of that experience today, but I want to 
look at our gospel first. 
 
 When Jesus is asked by the lawyer how one obtains eternal life, Jesus reveals that love—
love of God and love of neighbor—is key. “But who is my neighbor?” says the lawyer. Jesus 
answers in his typical roundabout way by telling the crowd one of the most memorable of the 
gospel parables. It’s one I would suspect most of us here know, and some maybe even close to 
word-for-word. 
 
 So, a man, beaten and robbed, is left for dead along the road between Jericho and 
Jerusalem. Three others happen upon this bloody barely alive man. When the Priest sees him, 
we’re told he crosses to the other side of the road and continues on his way. The Levite does the 
same thing. But we’re told the Samaritan, when he passed by, was moved with pity. He “went to 
him, and bandaged his wounds… and poured oil and wine on them.” This man, Jesus says, is the 
true neighbor. 
 
 Jesus offers no explanation for why the Priest and the Levite react the way they do. I 
don’t know about you, but I find it hard to imagine someone reacting so coldly at the sight of a 
man near death (or perhaps already dead) lying along the side of the road. Over the centuries 
people have thought perhaps it was out of fear that they reacted as they did: fear for their own 
safety (“Who knows? Maybe that band of robbers will jump ME if I stop to help?”); or the very 
real paralyzing fear of being so close to violent tragedy and pain. Others have noted that Jesus is 
specific in naming who these men were—a Priest and a Levite—and maybe they were avoiding 
the man because if he were indeed dead, touching him would make them ritually unclean. Priests 
and Levites both served very important roles in the Temple in Jerusalem, and Israel depended on 
them. They had a responsibility to maintain their purity so that they could do what God called 
them to do. I think there’s a risk of this explanation sounding anti-Semitic – Christians 
condemning the actions of Jewish leaders who are too wrapped up in their legalistic 
interpretation of scripture. But I’m wondering if the parable doesn’t call our attention to 
something we all fight against in our daily lives: This isn’t Jesus condemning Jews for legalism; 
this is Jesus calling all of us toward something we so easily overlook. 
 
 A few weeks ago I was asked by a nurse in the hospital to visit with a patient. I walked 
into the room knowing nothing more than that this was a woman about my own age. We 



exchanged some pleasantries, talked about the weather—the usual “how nice to meet you” stuff. 
Then I asked the question she probably expected me to ask: “So, how are things going for you?” 
 
 I saw a happy, youthful, and lighthearted face transform before my eyes into the face of 
someone weighed down by deep despair. She began telling me about her last 10 years, and once 
she started there was no stopping it… she needed to unload. 
 
 She’d been diagnosed with leukemia at 19, had undergone a bone marrow transplant, and 
the cancer was gone... But as a result of the chemotherapy, radiation, and how severe the cancer 
was, she had suffered from one life-threatening illness and disease after another for 10 years. 
She’d had major joints replaced. She’d had multiple organ transplants. She catches every bug 
from every person she ever touches and ends up in the hospital at least 15 times a year. She said 
her prognosis is poor. She’ll likely keep ending up in the hospital until one time she doesn’t get 
to leave. That’s her reality… And she is so angry. She’s angry with God because she doesn’t 
understand why this is happening, and why God allows it to happen. Then she’s angry with 
herself for being angry with God. She’s scared. It doesn’t feel like God is there, like God is 
listening… and then comes more anger at herself for questioning. 
 
 I began this internship with only the most vague ideas about what a hospital chaplain 
does. Being “God’s representative” for people during trying and difficult times – that was about 
as much as I could come up with. But what does that mean in the face of such despair, such 
suffering? 
 “I am here as God’s representative,” I kept telling myself over and over in my head while 
she continued to unload. “I should tell her that I know God is there, that there is hope, all that 
theology I’ve been cramming into my head for the last year. I AM GOD’S REPRESENTATIVE 
and I better have something to say! I have a role to play. I have to help her feel better.” 
 
 Then there was a lull in the conversation. Now’s my chance! I’ve got to say something 
meaningful, something worthwhile… I opened my mouth to speak… and nothing came out. So I 
shut my mouth, and I sat without saying a word. After a minute or so of silence, she started to 
cry… and then so did I. Then something clicked: I was so focused on what I thought I was 
supposed to BE, what I was supposed to DO, that I wasn’t doing what Jesus was calling me to do 
through today’s parable: being a neighbor, attending to her humanity. 
 
 She was so obviously telling me what she needed, but I was so wrapped up in what I 
thought God wanted me to be that I ignored her real human need. She needed someone to assure 
her that her anger, doubt, and despair were all okay… and that God could handle them. And so 
that’s what I did. She was desperate for someone to come along side her and let her say what she 
needed, not the formulaic theological answers to life’s unanswerable questions. What good 
would it have been for me to do what I thought was my duty as a chaplain—offering words of 
encouragement, forgiveness, and comfort—when the situation really screamed out for the wine 
and oil of connection, empathy, and assurance that all her feelings were okay. 
 
 I can imagine the Priest, the Levite, or myself seeing that nearly dead, naked, bleeding 
man and thinking, “How tragic! If only I didn’t have this one specific way that God works 
through me. I’ve got answers, I’ve got liturgy, I’ve got structure. I’ve got my duty.” But then I 



imagine the Samaritan saying, “Duty be damned. I see a human who needs another human being, 
who needs to have their dignity, their pain, their wounds attended to.” 
 
 How easy it is for us—for all of us—to get caught up in the order of things. In the way 
the world is supposed to work (or at least how we think it’s supposed to work), and what our role 
is in that world (or at least what we think is our role.) 
 
 I want to close with something I’ve been thinking about since I met with that woman a 
few weeks ago. I had the most intense feeling of having shared communion with her in that 
room. Not literally, of course… but that raw, real, human connection was bursting at the seams 
with Christ. As I approach this table today, as I’ve been really trying to do since that day, I want 
to bring to it ALL of my self. My anxiety and my peace; my doubt and my faith; my fear and my 
comfort; my anger and my joy. I want to do that because I’m not sure God would become fully 
human in Jesus, fully experiencing the whole of human existence, and then ask us to leave the 
unpleasant bits at home when he invites us to come and dine. 
 
 "Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?" He 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 he said to him, "You have given the right answer; do this, and you 
will live." 
 


