
WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?


(Please read Micah 6:6-8 and Luke 10:25-37)


 In this morning’s Scripture in Luke, a legal expert comes to Jesus 
with a question.  “Teacher, What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  The 
answer comes, “You are an expert on the law.  What do you think?”  
Surprise!  He knows the answer.  “You are to love God with all your 
heart, soul, energy and mind and your neighbor as yourself.”  “That’s 
the answer.  Do this and you will live.”  But he wanting to justify 
himself asks, “Who is my neighbor?”  


And this becomes the background for Jesus telling the Parable of the 
Good Samaritan (found only in Luke).  We know the story.  We have 
heard it many times.  A man going down from Jerusalem to Jericho 
falls among robbers who strip him of all he has, beats him up, and 
leaves him half dead.  A priest and a Levite, leaders of their religion, 
see him but pass by on the other side.  Then a Samaritan stops, 
ministers to his needs, puts him on his own donkey and takes him 
safely to an Inn where he pays the inn keeper to take care of him and 
promises to pay him more on the return trip.  We recall that Jews and 
Samaritans hated each other because of past history and would not 
be likely to help each other in need.  So, Jesus asks the lawyer, “Who 
was neighbor to the one who fell among the robbers?”   “Well, I 
suppose it was the one who showed compassion.”  “Then, go and do 
the same yourself.  Don’t worry about who is your neighbor.  BE 
ONE.” 


It was 1940.  I was a young teen ager.  My mother had recently 
become a member of the local Presbyterian Church in Reedsburg, 
Wisconsin.  I was becoming active in the Westminster Fellowship 
which was the youth program at that time.  Every Sunday night I 
would walk through the local park on the way to the church.  One 
night an old man who was sitting by one of the trees and called out to 
me, “Can you help me?”  I didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t have any 
money.  I was running late for the meeting.  Maybe I could get 




someone there to come with me and help the man.  So I hurried past 
him and went to the meeting.


I did get a good friend and we went back to the tree.  But the man 
was gone!  What happened to him?  Could I have been of help in 
some way?  Should I have at l least gone back home and got Dad to 
come and help?  All I know is that I “passed by on the other side” 
when he called out for help. 


Now pass forward to 1965.  I am 38 years old.  I am a Presbyterian 
minister.  I am married and have 3 little children.  Like the old man at 
the tree in my youth once again I heard the call only this time I had no 
excuse at all.  Every day on television, history was being recorded.  
Let me tell you what I remember.


The civil rights act of 1964 had ended legal segregation but in 
Alabama and other sections of the southern part of our country 
Negroes were not allowed to register to vote.  They could try but the 
roadblocks were enormous.  They might be called upon to quote 
word for word by memory certain portions of the Constitution.  Or 
given a ridiculous question  like “How many jelly beans are in this 
glass jar?” They could only come one at a time and so it was a  
traumatic experience and few ever made it so as to be able to vote as 
American citizens.  They began to organize.


In January of 1965 the Dallas County Voters League invited Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and his SCLC (Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference)  to come and help them.  SNCC (Student Non-Violent 
Coordinating Committee ) with their president, John Lewis, also 
joined them.


On February 26, Activist Jimmy Lee Jackson was shot and killed by 
state troopers during a peaceful march in Marian, Alabama.  James 
Bevel then called for a March on Montgomery to present their 
grievances to the governor and the first attempt was made on 



March 7 in what has since been called “Bloody Sunday”.  Television 
was there and the whole world saw what happened .


On the Edmund Pettus Bridge, the marchers were met by a cadre of 
State Troopers and other law enforcement people who blocked their 
way.  At a signal the ones who were to keep the peace charged the 
protesters beating them with clubs, running over them on horseback, 
and chasing them all the way to Brown Chapel where they even used 
tear gas.  John Lewis, who led the March, was beaten savagely and 
almost died.


Two days later, Dr. King came and led a second March.  Once again  
those who were to keep the peace blocked the way.  King called 
on  the marchers to stop and kneel while he led them in prayer.  Then 
he asked them to peacefully return to the Brown Chapel.  He then 
made an appeal  to the Federal Court for protection for what would 
become the third march.


That night, the Rev. James Reeb, a white Unitarian minister and civil 
rights activist from Boston, was beaten to death and murdered by a 
white mob while coming out of a restaurant. Then Dr. King gave out a 
call for clergy from all over America to come and join the March.


I asked George Easley, pastor of First Presbyterian Church in Urbana, 
Illinois, where I was an associate pastor, to call a meeting of the 
Session.  For one and a half hours, I told them why I had to go.  I 
could not continue to be a Christian minister if I stayed home and just 
watched on TV.  And if I was to continue to be an American, I had to 
take a stand for those Americans who were not being given the right 
to vote.  They finally agreed to give me a week to follow my 
conscience.


The Federal Court granted permission for the March and my wife, 
Ann, and our three little children drove me to Danville, Illinois, where I 
caught a train to Montgomery.  Saying “Good bye” was one of the 
hardest things I ever did.  It made me appreciate what veterans 



must go through every time they  leave home not knowing for sure 
what is to follow.


The coach I rode in had little clumps of people sitting here and there.  
I sat alone not knowing for sure what they were thinking and how they 
would respond if they knew my destination.  Jonah, the prophet, 
came to my mind.  For the first time I had some appreciation for what 
he had gone through .  God had called him to go to Nineveh, the 
capital of the Assyrian Empire, and proclaim God’s judgement.  He 
didn’t want to go and I didn’t really want to go to Alabama’s capital 
either..


Arriving at the train depot, I wasn’t sure what to do.  I had this strange 
feeling that I could not really trust anyone with a white face.  But I had 
to talk to someone.  What should I do?  And then a young man, 
probably early college age, came baring a sign that read “Selma” .  I 
followed him as did some others to a van where we were taken to Dr. 
King’s Church.  Others had already gathered there waiting for a fleet 
of vans to take us to Selma. 

At last we arrived and disembarked at a giant field in the midst of the 
city where there were masses of people involved in all kinds of 
activities.  I went to the first person I saw and said, “I’m new here.  
Where do I go?”  “Have you had training yet?”  “No.”  “Well, that ’s 
where I would start,” he said, pointing to a group of people gathered 
at one end of the field.


So I did.  They taught us various ways of protecting ourselves so as 
to cover our head and other vital organs in the event that we were 
taking a beating.  They told us that if one of our women were being 
beaten, we should remind them what they were doing and thus call 
them away from her to ourselves.  At the end they sat us all down on 
the ground and said, “We are thankful that you have come to join our  
movement.  But if you cannot remain non violent please go home 
now.  Ours is a non violent movement and that is its power.”  I 
thought, “I’ve come this far.  I’m going to see it through.”




On another end of the field I saw that they were feeding people so I 
went over there.  In the background, I saw big semi trucks with labels 
like Kroger, Walmart, Swift, and others.  They had brought food and 
other equipment for the marchers.  They too were a part of the 
movement.


Finally, I went to the registration table and was assigned housing for 
the night.  We all were to stay with black families who lived in the 
Federal Housing Development.  Here we would be safe from state 
troopers and local law enforcement officers as this was federal 
territory.  I shared a living room floor with 4 other protestors.


That night I went to a mass meeting held in Brown Chapel for new 
arrivals.  Here I discovered that everyone would be welcome to 
participate in the March on the first day and the last day but that on 
the in-between days there would only be 50 marchers as U.S. Route 
80, called the Jefferson Davis Highway, was a 2 lane highway and  
would go through an area surrounded by thick forests and swamps 
making it difficult to assure safety.  Most of the 50 would be black 
citizens who were bringing their grievances to the Governor and the 
few whites who would accompany them were prominent people such 
as presidents of seminaries.


The day for the beginning of the March came.  Excitement was in the 
air.  Dr. King gave an inspiring talk and we were underway.   It was an 
eery feeling.  The governor had refused to offer protection for the 
marchers so President Johnson nationalized the Alabama National 
Guard.  We were being protected by Alabamans who had the symbol 
of the Confederacy on their uniforms.  As we walked in Selma it was 
so quiet.  No one filled the streets.  When we turned the corner to 
head toward  the Edmund Pettus Bridge there was a recording of 
“Dixie” being played over a loud speaker.


As we crossed the bridge we remembered those who had been 
beaten on “Bloody Sunday”. It was an awesome experience.  We 
sang freedom songs as we continued.  We walked for 10 miles and 



then said to the fifty, “God be with you” and hitched rides back to 
Selma.  


That evening and every evening we would gather at Brown Chapel.  
We would sing hymns and freedom songs into the night.  Here we 
would hear some of the great preachers of our time.  These worship 
services would  run from 2-3 hours.  There were people there from all 
over the world.  Christians of every kind imaginable were united in 
this movement.  And people of other religions too.  One night a group 
of people who represented the Atheist Society of America came and 
brought an offering of money for the cause.  The black leader of the 
evening said to them, “We know you do not believe in God, but God 
believes in you and so do we.  Thank you so much for being here.”


During the daytime we would hitch a ride to where the walkers would 
be spending that night and help to prepare the farmer’s fields so the 
tents could be pitched before their arrival. I never saw so many cow 
pies in my life!  One day when it rained we unloaded several trucks 
filled with bales of straw and scattered them over areas that were 
filled with mud.  Each day we got closer and closer to Montgomery.


Previous to coming to Alabama I had always thought of police as my 
friends.  But I was actually afraid of them during this time.  We always 
traveled together wherever we went.  The singing of freedom songs 
gave us courage.     


Some of the local people made a point of saying, What they would do 
after we left.  So, when it came time to leave I talked with some of our 
friends.  “By coming here have we just made it more difficult for 
you?”  “No”, they insisted.  “You have been an answer to prayer.  
Because of you we have been able to have this March.  And when we 
can vote we will be able to elect the sheriff and members of the 
school board and one day mayors and governors.


So, we said “Good Bye” and hitched a ride to a Roman Catholic 
School complex on the outskirts of Montgomery where we stayed on 
the night before the final day.  Near here that evening in a giant field 



some of America’s greatest entertainers put on an event for the 
marchers.  I was so far away from the stage that I could’t even see it.  
Once in a while when someone with a loud voice sang I could barely 
hear it.  I was sitting on the ground when a black man invited me to 
join him on his blanket.


That was the beginning of a life changing experience.  Since we 
really couldn’t follow the program we began to share our life stories.  I 
learned that he was the pastor of a large church in Iowa and had 
three daughters with college degrees.  I asked him why he came to 
Selma and ran such a risk as a black man.  He said he had to come.  
These were his brothers and sisters.  


We got to talking about our space program and whether humans 
would make it to the moon.  We both agreed that we thought they 
would but what kind of world would we bring to the moon. It was 
while thinking about that that we made a covenant with each other 
that we would spend the rest of our lives doing what we could to 
make a better world.


The final day of the March began.  It was such an inspirational time.  
The marchers were estimated at 15,000-20,000.  As we walked we 
sang freedom songs and occasionally a patriot song.  I will always 
remember singing “America the Beautiful” and seeing little black 
children leaning out of school windows and waving little American 
flags.


We gathered near the Capital.  Governor Wallace wasn’t there to hear 
the message of Dr. King, but the whole world heard it as reporters 
from all over the world were there.  King’s message was “How long?  
Not Long”.   What I remember was that he said, “Segregation is dead.  
It only remains to be seen how expensive the funeral is going to be.”


Shortly after his inspiring speech, I was on a train heading home.  
This time the coach was packed and instead of sitting alone I was 
among friends and we were were celebrating together.  In the midst 
of this joy someone got word that a volunteer from Michigan, Viola 



Liuzzo, was shot and killed as members of the Klan forced her off the 
highway as she was transporting Marchers to Montgomery. We 
recalled how we had hitched rides every day that week.


When I got off the train at Danville, Ann and our three children were 
waiting.  I was overwhelmed with emotion.  For the first time in my life 
i appreciated the meaning of resurrection.  I had said “Good Bye” to 
those I loved.  I lived with fear for a whole week.  And now I was 
home.  Ready to get to work and start creating a better America.


Returning to this morning’s Scripture, Jesus doesn’t really answer the 
lawyer’s question - “Who is my neighbor?”. To do that would be to 
limit those we love.  Instead he says BE A NEIGHBOR to the one 
beaten and left half dead, to the old man by the tree, to the African 
American who is being deprived of his vote, and now he might go on 
to say to us, “And also to the woman who is being paid less for the 
same work as a man and has to put up with the employer’s 
advances, to the little child in Yemen who is dying of malnutrition as a 
result of our sanctions and blockade, to the refugees of war and 
violence who are seeking a better life for their families”,  and the list 
goes on and on. To be a neighbor means to heed the call of the 
prophet Micah: “To do justice, to love kindness, and to walk 
humbly with your God.”  The question might be, “Who is my 
neighbor?” but the answer is, “Be a neighbor to the one in need.”   
Amen.


                                                     Rev. Richard L. Harrison

                                                     St. Andrew Presbyterian Church 
                                                     April 25, 2021 
    


         

 




     


          

    


 


  

                 


