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Sarah yawned. As she looked at her calendar for the week, she shook her head. It was 

another week of the same stuff. 

She got her coffee. 

Her work wasn’t awful. Some days it was a delight. But most days it was work. She 

longed for it to be subversive. 

Her friends weren't awful. Most days they were a delight. But most days they were 

acquaintances. She longed for them to be accomplices. 

Sunday morning, she'd heard a sermon that had been eating at her. The pastor was 

working slowly through the letter of James. Achingly slowly sometimes. One Sunday 

she wanted to stand up and say, “Wake up! James is attacking us! Living like this would 

be aMAzing!” Then she realized that she had been dozing. 

But this week, a word gleamed as she scanned down the page. “Royal.” James - 

brother of Jesus, leader in Jerusalem, no friend of King Herod or Rome, no friend of 

status - used the word “royal.” 

She sipped her coffee, trying to remember the sentence. Finally, she put down her 

journal and picked up a Bible. She found the sentence in James 2: “If you really keep 

the royal law found in Scripture, 'Love your neighbor as yourself,' you are doing right. 

She looked at what came just before this. James had been talking about favoring rich 

people and ignoring poor people. He accused people of pleasing the rich people who 

were suing them and ignoring the poor people who were being abused. And then he 

said that the royal law was to love your neighbor. 

It seemed like the opposite of all the exploitative royalty she'd ever read about. 

"But I want to be doing right," she thought. 

She had no idea that this was going to be a week that changed her life. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=james+2%3A8&version=NIV
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Sarah put down the Bible and picked up her journal. "What if we kept the royal law?" 

she thought. "What if we actually loved our neighbors as ourselves?" 

She realized her coffee was empty. She walked back upstairs to refill the mug. 

The pot was empty. Julie must have finished it. Sarah was ready to make another mark 

in the “Things-My-Housemate-Does-That-Annoy-Me” notebook in her mind until she 

remembered the words she’s just written. 

She walked to the stairway and called up. “Would you like some fresh?” 

This was going to be annoying. She was glad she was meeting with her mentor after 

work. 

+++ 

“I want to do something that matters,” she said to Carol. She knew she sounded like all 

the research about millennials, the research that millennials hate because they don't like 

being treated as generalizations. 

“I'm curious. What would be something that mattered?” Carol asked. 

"You know. Like building an orphanage or drilling a well or rescuing children or 

something amazing." 

"So build an orphanage." Carol was direct. 

Sarah squirmed. "But that's big and impossible." 

"And time-consuming?" Carol asked. "So what's the smallest thing you could do that 

would make you feel like you were doing something that mattered?" 

http://300wordsaday.com/2015/04/14/sarah-gets-the-royal-treatment/
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Sarah thought back to her journal. "There’s the royal law thing." 

"What's that?" 

"It's in James. He talks about the royal law of loving our neighbor. He says that if we do 

that, we are doing right." Sarah leaned back.  "So that would be a small thing." 

"Ah yes. That's a wonderful statement. People talk about it all the time. But we never 

quite understand it. It's a great way to find something that matters. So let me ask you 

something, Sarah. Who's the poorest person you have ever prayed for? Did you give 

them a sandwich?" 

Sarah just stared at Carol. Finally she asked, “How are sandwiches and prayer and 

significance and love and the royal law connected? I mean, in your head.” 

Carol smiled. “Let me get it out of my head. See if this makes sense. We hear the 

phrase ‘love your neighbor’ all the time. As neighbors, we want it to apply to us. Which 

is perfectly understandable. Because we crave love. When we scold someone for not 

loving neighbors, we are, at least sometimes, saying ‘you aren’t loving me.'” 

Sarah nodded. “Right. I get that part. When someone starts ranting about ‘those 

people’, I want to raise my hand and say, ‘you mean people like my friend Carol?'” 

“And you fill in my name because if they don’t love me, they may not be loving you?” 

Carol leaned forward. “And because it would be really scary for you to say ‘you mean 

like me?’ We don’t want to risk that kind of openness, particularly since we’re broken.” 

Sarah shook her head. “What does openness have to do with brokenness? And 

sandwiches?” 

Carol broke her scone in half and pushed the plate across the table. “Here, have 
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something to eat.” 

Sarah shook her head. “I’m not hungry. I’m just wanting you to make some 

connections.” 

Carol smiled. “I am. But I need to tell you a story to tell you a story to get to your 

question. Is that okay?” 

Sarah picked up the piece of scone. Carol was a good teacher, but there was going to 

be time to eat this. 

“The picture Jesus uses to talk about this royal law was a broken man,” Carol said. “Do 

you remember the story about the man who was mugged and left for dead?” 

The question came too quickly. Sarah’s mouth was full of crumbs. She mumbled 

something. 

Carol laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you. Let me tell it, just for review.” 

“A man was walking from Jerusalem to Jericho. It was about 17 miles, about a day’s 

journey. We have no idea why he was walking. In fact, that doesn’t matter. This was a 

story Jesus was telling. The details he leaves out don’t actually exist.” 

Sarah took a swallow of coffee. “What do you mean? 

“This is a parable.” Carol said. “It’s a story that Jesus is telling, a made-up story, to 

make a point. The details he includes are to help illustrate, the details excluded never 

actually happened. It seldom helps to say, ‘What would have happened if?’ because 

that would have been a different story.” 

Sarah shrugged. “Whatever. What’s the point he was trying to make?” 



 

“Sarah and the royal law”    © 2015 Jon Swanson   300wordsaday.com 

 

 

Carol smiled. She was always trying to show how to read the Bible even as she was 

explaining teachings. She knew that Sarah wouldn’t remember everything, but her way 

of reading would rub off. 

“Jesus is trying to answer the question, ‘Who is my neighbor?'” Carol said. “Jesus had 

just agreed that ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’ was the second most important 

commandment. A man trained in Jewish law, including interpretations of this very 

statement, was trying to determine what boundaries Jesus put around the 

neighborhood. So Jesus tells about the man who was walking the 17 miles to Jericho. 

“Along the way, he is mugged. The man is left stripped and beaten and bleeding. No 

one argues with that part of Jesus’ story, so it must have been a common occurrence. ” 

“And three men come along,” Sarah said. “And only the last one helps. A mayor, a 

doctor, and a little boy. I remember that from VeggieTales. But I also know that it was a 

priest, a Levite, and a Samaritan. It feels like the setup to a joke.” 

Carol nodded. “It wasn’t a joke, exactly, but Jesus was picking on the people listening to 

his answer. 

“The first two people to walk past the man were people who would have known what the 

law said about helping your neighbor. They were a priest and a Levite, both employed in 

the temple, both aware of the commands to love. But both were also aware of the risk in 

touching someone sick. They would have been ceremonially unclean if they had helped 

him. They would have been kept from their work for God for several days.” 

“But how do you resolve that?” Sarah asked. “If making God happy means going to 

church all the time, but when I go to church all the time I don’t have time for doing what 

might make God happy, what do I do?” 

“That states the question that James raises very well.” Carol said, referring back to the 
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beginning of their conversation. “James was looking at the tension between saying that 

you believe God and then acting as if you don’t. He’s already given the principle by 

talking about the royal law. If we love our neighbor, we are doing right. If we are favoring 

the rich and ignoring the poor, we are not.” 

Carol sipped her coffee. “Then James tells a story, like his brother Jesus had. Imagine 

that you know a person from your church that is hungry and cold. You are both people 

who follow God, who know the spiritual things to say. And imagine you say to the 

person, ‘be warm and well-fed.’ And then you turn back to your life without given them a 

sandwich or a coat.” 

“Imagine you are like the priest or the Levite,” Sarah said. 

“Exactly.” Carol nodded. “Which takes us back to the story Jesus told. Jesus offered 

another alternative. He creates a third person in the story, a Samaritan. A person 

separated from the Jews by culture and by religion. There is no one we hate more than 

someone we think has a warped practice of our religion.” 

“It’s in every newscast from every part of the world.” Sarah sighed. "So what does the 

Samaritan do for the beat up man?" 

"Apparently he doesn't check on his religious affiliation," Carol said. "The Samaritan 

stops by the man, cleans him up, anoints him with oil, (which was like putting salve on 

his wounds) loads him on a donkey to carry him to safety, and then covers the cost of 

his recovery. He gets the man ready for travelling again." 

Sarah looked at her watch. "I hate to say this, but I have to get travelling, too. Can we 

keep going next week?" 

Carol nodded. "A couple more minutes, and then I have an assignment for you. 

Because you wanted to do something amazing, remember?" 
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Sarah laughed. "You always remember those kinds of statements. Go ahead." 

"What James and Jesus are doing with this interplay around the royal law is drawing a 

deep connection between what we say and what we do," Carol said. "If we say we keep 

the law, we have to love our neighbor, or we're lying. If we say love our neighbor, we 

have to be very open to uncomfortable definitions of the neighborhood. If we say we 

love our neighbor, we have to do something, or we're lying. And doing something can 

be costly." 

"But it is significant, right?" Sarah said. "Rescuing people beat up by the side of the road 

is part of the royal law? But I've never seen a beat-up person." 

"Have you ever looked?" Sarah squirmed. 

"Here's a project for the weekend," Carol said. "It won't be hard. As you are going about 

your business, as you are on your normal route to work or travel or coffee, look along 

the edges. Look for some who is too bruised to act. And then act. It could be someone 

in the food line who is counting their money too carefully. It could be noticing that the 

yard that was always so carefully tended by that old lady is not as nice as it was last 

year. It could be noticing the vacant look in the eyes of the receptionist just before she 

comes back to the present and smiles." 

Carol looked over Sarah's shoulder. "It could be noticing that couple trying not to cry at 

that table in the corner." 

"How long has that been happening?" Sarah whispered. 

"Not long after we walked in, she got a call," Carol said.  "They whispered a bit and then 

have been sitting very still." 

"So what does a Samaritan do?" Sarah asked. 
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Carol was brief. "Walks over and says, 'Are you okay?'" 

"But that feels invasive." Sarah was uncertain. 

"But isn't it the royal law?" Carol said. "And it's closer than building an orphanage." 


