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 So I just got back from a week at camp with our wonderful young people.  This year all 

of the kids we brought were in high school which made it an odd week for me.  You see, usually 

we bring confirmation kids, and the pastors do the Bible Studies for them; so the pastors’ time is 

spent planning Bible Studies and digging in with the kids each day, and being an intimate part of 

the spiritual journey with them.  But the camp counselors and staff pretty much do all that stuff 

for the high school kids... So this year I found myself kind of fumbling around for a purpose. 

 I mean, I totally get that I wanted—and perhaps needed—to be there as a friendly face for 

our kids in case of a physical or emotional or spiritual emergency... And I got to see them at 

breakfast lunch and dinner; and I got to see them at campfires and on the ropes-courses and on 

the beach and at evening games... and all that was great.  But I had all this other time when they 

were off doing their own things, so I volunteered to help around the camp as needed...  

 And the folks at camp took me up on it.  So, for much of the first day I went around with 

Dave, the maintenance guy, and I helped him put a railing on a small deck on the roof of one of 

the houses up there.  And then he sent me out to replace another broken railing.  And then he set 

me up to do another project while he was gone for the next few days.  He had me build a 

stairway for one of the buildings on the camp property.  So for the next four days I was wrestling 

12 foot 2x8’s and decking material and placing cinderblocks for the foundation and by the end of 

each day I was covered with dirt and sweat; and I’d somehow get down the 80 stairs to the 

campfire and sing with the kids and drag myself back up those stairs and then I’d just slump 

myself into bed and get up the next day for more of the same.   

 Truth is: I always come back from camp pretty exhausted, but it’s usually the exhaustion 

of having been so mentally and emotionally involved in the kids lives for the week... But this 

year I was just plain old fashion physically exhausted as I drove home.  And I rounded the corner 

to my street, and saw my house, with my wife’s car parked in our driveway... and then I saw 

three cubic yards of mulch in my parking space in that driveway, and my heart just sank and I 

kind of collapsed inside.  And I kid you not, I heard this voice in my brain say, “just keep 

driving.”  Really, I thought if I just drove on by no one would know the difference... 

 But I’d made the mistake of slowing down, and next thing I knew my wife popped up out 

of the garden and she saw me and this beautiful smile spread across her face, and I thought “now 

I’m busted.” So I parked the car and dragged my stuff inside... 

 And I’m sharing this story with you because in our gospel text we’ve got this lawyer who 

is trying to test Jesus, and he asks what he must do to inherit eternal life and Jesus basically says, 

“Well, you’re the lawyer, you tell me what ‘the law’ says.”  And the lawyer says, “Well, the law 

says we should love God and love our neighbor.”  And Jesus looks at the Lawyer and says, 

“Bingo. You got it up here, now all you’ve got to do is live it.” 

 And this lawyer is suddenly filled with the knowledge that his actions in life might not 

always seem to fulfill this thing about loving his neighbor; but—as a lawyer—he also knows 

there’s always a loophole if you can just find it, so he asks Jesus to define “who’s my neighbor?”  

And I imagine him grasping for some kind of religious equivalent of a grossly gerrymandered 

precinct map that cut out all the folks that he didn’t want to think of as his neighbors... “sure the 

Larsens are our neighbors, and the Smiths over there, but the folks in the third house down aren’t 

really our sort of people, and when you get way down to the folks on the end of the block... well 

they’re technically in another county...” 

 But Jesus tells him this great story to help him understand not just who his neighbors are, 

but what neighbors are... and the story comes down to this guy lying on the side of the road; 

beaten, bleeding, and penniless.  And all of the good guys—the big wigs at “our” church and the 
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holy of holies walk right on by him like he was three yards of mulch...  They left him there!  I 

guess they figured their wives would take care of it; or maybe they’d get back to him after a nice 

shower and a few hours in their easy chairs... or maybe even tomorrow if he was still there. 

 And I wonder if maybe that isn’t the real deal sometimes: that guy on the side of the 

road—and in real life it might be a person, or it might be an issue of justice that impacts many, 

many people—but he or she or it just looks like three yards of mulch to us rather than a real 

person or a real bunch of people who need and deserve our aid.  We see them as a dirty sweaty 

job rather than individuals that God created and loves, who are in fact our brothers and sisters no 

matter how far down the road they come from—and whether they’re on the next street over, or 

the next state over, or even the next country over... They’re our neighbors because God made 

them; and God loves them just like God made us and God loves us.  They’re our neighbors by 

Divine creation; but they’re not really our neighbors—no matter how close and how like us they 

are—until we treat them as our neighbors.  They’re not really our neighbors until we’re ready to 

stop seeing them as though they were just three yards of mulch in our driveway... 

 And that’s kind of another amazing thought.  I look at that pile of mulch as a big dirty 

nuisance... but my wife looks at that three yards of mulch and sees the possibilities.  She sees the 

beauty it’s bringing to her garden and she’s thrilled to have it... I look at it and see it as “three 

yards of mulch.”  She looks at it and sees, “three yards of mulch!”  like she just won the lottery.  

And so what happens is that I get a shovel and I start filling wheelbarrow loads and grumbling 

and: “where do you want me to dump this one?”  And she’s singing and whistling and raking the 

stuff here and there around her begonias like Cinderella in the enchanted forest and I almost 

expect bluebirds to flitter down and land on her hat and sing along with her. 

 And—rather fortunately—the three yards of mulch can’t much tell the difference 

between my grumpy “well-if-I-have-to” approach and my wife’s open-armed embrace of all the 

buckets of mulch that have come to join her happy little garden.  But in real life our neighbors 

can see it and feel it... they know the difference when we’re doing the right thing because mom, 

or God, or our wife is making us do it and when we’ve seen the beauty and the need and the 

potential and we’ve reached out in love and joy regardless of how hot and messy and costly and 

back-breaking the work might be. 

 At the end the day, I think what we’re left with is the call to care for those in need—not 

just as the individuals who pop into our lives but perhaps even more in terms of systems and 

issues we need to wrestle with to make our community and our world more loving and just for 

all.  I think that’s what being a good neighbor means; and I know that’s how God treats us.   

Because the truth is if anyone ever had reason to look at anyone else as three yards—or 

thirty yards, or three million and thirty yards of mulch—that’s how God must have seen me... 

maybe us.  And yet God treats us—not like so much mulch—but like a beloved child who had 

strayed and is now returning home at last.  And I guess now I’m mixing my parables, but God 

comes running down the lane to embrace this wounded and broken pile of mulch and welcome 

us back into the family.   

 Friends, that’s the grace of God loving us just as we are.  God isn’t asking us to do 

anything for anyone that God wouldn’t and doesn’t do, at all times... for everyone.  We’re called 

to love our neighbors, all our neighbors, all of our neighbors—with the same graceful, respectful, 

and healing-mercy that God has shown us.  May we do it with joy in the name of Christ, and in 

the power of the Spirit, to the glory of God... now and forever, Amen. 


