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 On the afternoon of October 13, 2011, in the large southern Chinese city of Foshan, a 

2-year-old girl and her mother were walking along a busy street. The little girl's name was Wang  

Yue.  When the mother stopped at a shop to collect her laundry, Wang Yue drifted away.  

She wandered into the street, and was knocked to the ground by a passing van.  The rear 

wheel of the van passed over Wang Yue.  The driver slowed, but didn't stop.  Instead, he 

drove on. 

 Three motorcyclists passed the girl lying in the street, and continued on.  A fourth and 

a fifth passerby had a look, and moved on.  As did a sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth 

cyclist or pedestrian, who craned their neck at the scene and moved on.  They were followed 

by an eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteen person, who glanced and moved on, and then 

by a fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth passer-by, who likewise barely paused 

and moved on.  By now a second vehicle had run over Wang Yue' legs.  All this was caught on 

closed circuit television.  (You can still watch it on Youtube today.) 

 In the days after the accident, the drivers of both vehicles were detained by the police. 

The first driver admitted that he had been talking on his phone when the girl walked in front of 

his vehicle. He said that he kept driving because if she were dead, it would only cost him 10,000 

to 20,000 renminbi ($1,500 to $3,000).  But if she were alive, it would be much worse. He then 

would have to pay hundreds of thousands of renminbi in medical bills.  

  I'll pause the story here.  The video of the accident went viral.  Newspapers around 

the world picked it up, and Chinese official and social media exploded with outrage.  "How can 

so many people be so cold-hearted and indifferent?" chat line users lamented. "All we think 

about today is getting rich."  A government newspaper raged about "the moral decay that 

exists within the nation." 

 I had my Chinese students practice their English by discussing this question:  "If you 

had been there, what would you have done?  Would you have stopped to help Wang Yue, or 

would you have passed by?" Can you guess what most students said?  Nearly all said, "No, we 

would not have stopped.  And not because we're cold-hearted," they added, "but for other 

reasons."  And they gave several. 

 Many said, "I would be afraid to stop, because I might get in trouble."  And they had 

good reason to fear.  A year or so earlier, in another Chinese city, a elderly woman tumbled 

while getting off a crowded bus.  A young male passenger jumped down to help her.  Finding 

that she was injured, he hailed a taxi, took her to a hospital, and paid for her treatment.  

Shortly after, the man was accused by the woman's family of causing her fall. He was taken to 

court, was found guilty, and ordered to pay hundreds of dollars in compensation.  The judge 

said, "You must be guilty.  Otherwise you would not have helped her." "No," many students 

said, "we would not have helped Wang Yue, because we'd be afraid." 

 Other students said, "I might have called 911, but I wouldn't have touched her, because 

we're not supposed to, that's the rule."  And they had a point.  Only a month earlier the 



Chinese Health Ministry had issued guidelines about what to do if you come upon a pedestrian 

struck by a vehicle.  The official advice was not to help the injured person move, but to wait 

for trained medical personnel to arrive.  "No," some students said, "we would not have tried 

to move Yue Yue out of that traffic because of the rule."   

 And then there was a third reason given why those 18 passers-by did nothing to help.  

That is the "she isn't one us" reason.  The area of the city where the accident occurred is 

home to many migrant families from other regions of China.  Wang Yue's family had migrated 

there from a distant province some years earlier.  People living along that street talked about 

how there was little sense of community there was.   One noted, "It is quite sad that we don't 

really talk to each other."  "No," some said, "We would not have helped Wang Yue because 

she was a stranger, she wasn't one of our group, she wasn't one of us."  What they might have 

said was, "The little girl lived here, but she really wasn't our neighbor."  

 "Who is my neighbor, Jesus?" the astute lawyer asks.  Today that lawyer might be a 

seminary trained pastor who has really studied the Bible.  And his question, "Who is my 

neighbor?" was an important one.  And still is  Who exactly is it that God expects you and me 

to love?  We can't just love everybody, right?  We need to prioritize whom we love.  Of 

course, I love my husband and wife and children (if I have them).  And I should love my sisters 

and brothers and extended family.  In fact, a law in Leviticus defines the neighbor as "one's 

brother and the sons of our own people."  But is our neighbor only those?  What about the 

person living beside me on my road or street, is that my neighbor?  What about that family in 

Vineland whose house burned and a mother and son died two weeks ago?  I live in Vineland, 

but are they my neighbors whom I need to love?  What about newcomers to our church, 

those Mennonites who don't trace their lineage to Germany or Russia?  Are they our 

neighbors in the same way that the "sons of our own people" are?  And what about the needy 

people out there, far away, whose sad stories I see all the time on the news?  There are so 

many of them.  Which of them are my neighbors?  Where do you draw the line, Jesus?  

Who exactly falls inside the circle of those God wants me to love, and those I'm not required 

to?  It's really complicated.  Jesus, please tell me, who is my neighbor?   

 And Jesus answers, "My dear lawyer, OK, I'll clarify, your neighbor is...."  Well, no he 

doesn't.  Our lawyer who was looking for a neat, clear definition might have been 

disappointed.  Because Jesus instead tells a story, one of the best-known stories in the Bible:  

"A man was going down the road from Jerusalem to Jericho, and got attacked by robbers, who 

beat him and stripped him and left him laying there.  And a priest came along, took a look, and 

moved on.  And then a Levite came by, and he too took a look, and moved on." 

 And we can understand why they moved on, can't we--not, as my Chinese students said, 

because they were coldhearted, but for the same reasons those students gave for why they 

would not have stopped to help Wang Yue.  There was the fear factor.  That road to Jericho 

was a notoriously dangerous stretch, hilly, barren, desolate, a haunt for robbers.  That priest 

and Levite might have thought, "This wounded man could be a plant, a decoy, and if I stop, I'll 

get beaten up and robbed."   

 Then there was the rule.  The law forbade contact with a dead body--touch a dead 

body and you become unclean before God.  "I need to steer clear of that body because it 

might be dead," the priest and Levite thought.  "Helping this man might be breaking the law 



and defiling me before God." 

 And third, there might have been the "he isn't one of us" factor.  To that priest and 

Levite, it likely wasn't clear whether that man, in his stripped and battered condition, was a 

Jew, a "son of their own people." He might have been an outsider who you were not obliged to 

care for.  In fact, maybe he was an alien who you positively should not care for. One rabbi had 

taught that if you come across a "heretic, informer, or renegade" lying in the road, you're 

supposed to leave them lie. 

 So that priest and Levite have at least 3 very justifiable reasons for just moving on.  But 

Jesus isn't done with his story.  "Then a third person who came along," Jesus says.  "He was 

a--get ready--Samaritan."  To good Jews, a Samaritan was anything but "good."  A Samaritan 

was outsider, an alien, one of those unclean "heretics and renegades."  Like maybe a 

Palestinian, if you are an Israeli.  Or a young black guy with a hoodie, if you are a white living 

in a gated white suburb.  Or a bearded Muslim if you're a native North American worried 

about Middle Eastern terrorism.  Or a teenager with green hair and nose studs who lives on 

the street, if you're a straight guy in a three-piece suit working on Bay Street.  When you think 

Samaritan, think the kind of person who makes you upright, who you scorn, who you fear, who 

gives you the creeps.  That's the Samaritan.  And we know what he does.  At this point in 

Jesus's story, the action slows down and the verbs pile up:  The Samaritan comes near, and 

sees the wounded man, and is moved with pity for him. He touches him with oil and bandages, 

lifts him to his animal and takes him to the inn, and cares for him.  He pays for him to stay, 

and promises to return. 

 "So my lawyer friend," Jesus concludes, "You asked me, who is my 'neighbor?'  Let me 

ask you a question.  Who in this story was the neighbor?" 

 That's perhaps Jesus' most famous story, but now I want to finish my story of Wang Yue.  

(A while ago I told you I was pausing it, and I beg your pardon for this long digression.)  We 

recall those 18 persons who passed by her lying there in the street.  Then a 19th person came 

along  Her name was Chen Xianmei.  Mrs. Chen was a grandmother.  She was also a rubbish 

scavenger.  In China we would see them quite often, old ladies who would pick through the 

garbage in public waste cans, looking for tins and bottles and other recyclable trash that they 

could sell.  They occupy the bottom rung of the social ladder.  And just as in Jesus' parable 

when the Samaritan enters the story, when Mrs. Chen comes upon Wang Yue, the verbs pile 

up.  She sees, stops, comes close, looks, is moved with pity.  She calls (for the mother). She 

then lifts the broken and bleeding girl out of the traffic, carries her to the side of the road, lays 

her down, and waits, until the mother comes.  She even offered to help pay for her hospital 

treatment.  Unfortunately, Mrs. Chen's aid was too late.  Eight days later, Wang Yue died.     

 I take away at least three things from this oh so famous parable of Jesus.  First, the 

lawyer's question, "Who is my neighbor?" while a reasonable question, is not the most 

important question.  Sometimes it can be an excuse for doing nothing.  For Jesus, the more 

important question is, "To whom can I be a neighbor today?" 

 Second, the parable suggests that the model of the "neighbor" is quite likely to be 

someone who we would not at all expect, someone who we might not feel very neighborly 

towards.  That black hooded beareded Muslim Palestinian with green hair and nose studs who 

lives on the street.  Or that scorned low-class disheveled rubbish-picking grandmother.  



Funny how that often seems to happens with Jesus, a weak or despised outsider has much to 

teach those who think they are God's insiders. 

 And the third thing the parable teaches is the content of being a neighbor--what being a 

neighbor practically speaking means.  We learn that being a neighbor happens when the verbs 

begin to pile up.  Verbs like see, stop, come close, be moved, touch, and lift.  Verbs like 

take, care for, pay, promise and wait.  Verbs that come alive when faced with human 

need--anybody's need.  Verbs that the Good Samaritan, and Mrs. Chen, took risks to show.  

 By the way, that Good Samaritan Mrs. Chen became a little famous.  Chinese news 

reporters asked her why she had stopped to help Wang Yue when everybody else hadn't.  She 

replied, "It’s very common to rescue people who need help. I don’t know what people are so 

astonished by."  Kind of like the sheep in another of Jesus' parables, who feed the hungry and 

clothe the naked and visit the prisoners and care for needy just so naturally, as part of their 

lives, and are totally surprised when the King says, "Ye have done it unto me."  Yes, for me the 

Good Samaritan, and Ms. Chen, are the neighbor in action.  We might even say that they are 

mirrors of Jesus himself in his actions toward us.  Because in them, the verbs just pile up, and 

spill out, without discrimination, and bring God's healing and grace so naturally. 


