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Who Is My Neighbor?

Luke 10:25-37

In winter of 2006, an astonishing thing happened in New York City. A construction worker named Wesley Autrey was standing on a subway platform with his two young daughters, ages four and six, waiting on a train. Suddenly another man on the platform, apparently suffering from a seizure, stumbled and fell off the platform down onto the subway tracks. Just at that moment the headlights of a rapidly approaching train appeared in the subway tunnel. Acting quickly, and with no thought for himself, Wesley Autrey jumped down onto the tracks to rescue the stricken man by dragging him out of the way of the train. But he immediately realized that the train was coming too fast and there wasn't time to pull the man off the tracks. So Wesley pressed the man into the hollowed-out space between the rails and spread his own body over him to protect him as the train passed over the two of them. The train cleared Wesley by mere inches, coming close enough to leave grease marks on his knit cap. When the train came to a halt, Wesley called up to the frightened onlookers on the platform. "There are two little girls up there. Let them know their Daddy is OK."

Immediately, and for good reason, Wesley Autrey became a national hero. People were deeply moved by his selflessness, and they marveled at his bravery. What Wesley had done was a remarkable deed of concern for another person. He had no obvious reason to help this stranger. He didn't know the man. He had his young daughters to think about. What he did was at severe risk to his own life. But a human being was in desperate need, and Wesley saw it and, moved with compassion, did what he could to save him. "The Subway Superman"-that's what the press called him, the "Harlem Hero." But the headline in one newspaper described Wesley Autrey in biblical terms: Good Samaritan Saves Man on Subway Tracks.   Newsday, January 2, 2007.

You hear a story like that and you can’t help but wonder, 

What would I have done? 

We might not like the answer. 

Time after time, studies and candid cameras capture the answers.

Some years ago a famous experiment was conducted with seminary students. Researchers gathered a group of ministry students in a classroom and told them that each of them had an assignment. Their assignment was to record a talk about the Parable of the Good Samaritan. The thing was, the recordings were going to be done in a building on the other side of the campus, and because of a tight schedule, they needed to hurry to that building. Unbeknownst to the students, on the path to the other building the researchers had planted an actor to play the part of a man in distress, slumped in an alley, coughing and suffering. The students were going to make a presentation about the Good Samaritan. But what would happen, the researchers wondered, when they actually encountered a man in need? Would they be Good Samaritans? Well, no, as a matter of fact, they were not. Almost all of them rushed past the hurting man. One student even stepped over the man's body as he hurried to teach about the Parable of the Good Samaritan!
Darley, J. M., and Batson, C.D., "From Jerusalem to Jericho: A study of Situational and Dispositional Variables in Helping Behavior". Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1973, 27, 100-108.

It’s the most famous parable in the Bible. 

People know the Good Samaritan story even if they don’t the Bible,

And yet, it’s not necessarily in our nature to stop and help.

It was a dangerous road between Jerusalem and Jericho, where the man is robbed, stripped, beaten and left for dead. Some good Jews pass by on the other side of the road instead of helping: a priest, then a Levite. Both are careful followers of the Jewish Law. But whether out of fear, the body on the roadside could have been a plant by robbers to lure other travelers into stopping; they could have been robbed and killed themselves, or simply because they knew it would make them impure according to Jewish law, they move to the other side of the road. 
The Samaritan is a different story. He shows total compassion.  

Even though Samaritans are the outsiders. The enemy. 

The enmity between the Jews and the Samaritans was real, long and deadly. They didn’t worship God the same way, in the same place, they were not considered the people of God according to the Jews. 

But he is the one who is a true neighbor. 

The lawyer who set out to test Jesus with the question about eternal life 

must have been catching his breath at the climax of this story

In fact, he cannot even say the word ‘Samaritan’ when Jesus asks him who was the neighbor…he simply says the one who showed compassion. 

So often we hear the story today, and we’ve lost the shock of it. 

We know it so well, and we so easily put ourselves in the shoes of the Samaritan….or at least trying to be the Good Samaritan. 

But is this just a story where Jesus is telling us to be a Good Samaritan?

If it was just about helping people, Jesus could have left out the part about it being a Samaritan, and just talked about stopping and helping a man on the side of the road….

instead he throws in a big whopper at the end and says that the true neighbor is the least expected hero…..kind of like us saying that a member of Al Quaeda helped us along the side of the road. Or a KKK Klansman, or …..

In the words of Pastor Amy Jill Levine, “is there any group about whom we’d rather die than acknowledge ‘she offered help’ or ‘he showed compassion’. Or is there any group who would rather die than help us? That’s how we  find the modern equivalent of the Samaritan’ (The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus. Pg. 148-9, Amy Jill Levine). 

No, this is a parable—in the words of American writer Harriet Doerr, 

it’s a good story, which is like discovering something you didn't know you'd lost. And finding an answer to a question you never asked. 

It causes us to ask, why do some stop and others don’t? 

And what if we aren’t the Samaritan at all? 

In fact, what if we are the one in the ditch???

If you think about it, and you think about my sermon last week

And the lovely manure of life that we all walk through….

We ARE the one in the ditch. 

We’ve all been there, beat up, robbed, and left on the side of the road. 

And who comes to care for us?  To be honest, it’s

The one who knows what it’s like to be despised by the world, 

Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

Sometimes the face of Christ is found in the most unlikely people, isn’t it?

Who has been Christ in your life? 

And what effect has it had on your heart? 

And having been in the ditch, then carried out, and cared for, 

Having known that it was God who had compassion on you, 

That’s the real key that unlocks this story……

That enables us to move from the person in the ditch to even thinking 

About being the Good Samaritan. 

See, I don’t think we can be the Samaritan on our own. 

But when we’ve been the one in the ditch, and God has carried us out, 

Then—especially then—I think God can work through us to be the Samaritan. 

Robert Wuthnow, a professor at Princeton University, once conducted some research about why some people are generous and compassionate, while others are not. He found out that for many compassionate people something had happened to them. Someone had acted with compassion toward them, and this experience had transformed their lives. For example, Wuthnow tells the story of Jack Casey, a rescue squad worker, who had little reason to be a Good Samaritan. Casey was raised in a tough home, the child of an alcoholic father. He once said, "All my father ever taught me is that I didn't want to grow up to be like him."

But something happened to Jack when he was a child that changed his life, changed his heart. He was having surgery one day, and he was frightened. He remembers the surgical nurse standing there and compassionately reassuring him. "Don't worry," she said to Jack. "I'll be here right beside you no matter what happens." And when Jack woke up again, she was true to her word and still there.

Years later, Jack Casey, now a paramedic, was sent to the scene of a highway accident. A man was pinned upside down in his pickup truck, and as Jack was trying to get him out of the wreckage, gasoline was dripping down on both of them. The rescuers were using power tools to cut the metal, so one spark could have caused everything to go up in flames. The driver was frightened, crying out how scared he was of dying. Jack remembered what had happened to him long ago on the operating table, how that nurse had spoken tenderly to him and stayed with him, and he said and did the same thing for the truck driver, "Look, don't worry," he said, "I'm right here with you, I'm not going anywhere." When I said that, Jack remembered later, I was reminded of how that nurse had said the same thing and she never left me. Days later, the rescued truck driver said to Jack, "You know, you were an idiot, the thing could have exploded and we'd both have been burned up!" "I just couldn't leave you," Jack said. Acts of Compassion: Caring for Others and Helping Ourselves, Robert Wuthnow , 1993. 

Once we have been in the ditch,

Once we have been touched by the grace and mercy of God,

Then---we have that grace and mercy to share with others. 

Once we have known what’s it’s like to be left in the ditch and rescued,

Then---We notice those who are in the ditch, 

and we want to stop and help.

Once we have been shown compassion,

Then we have the compassion to be the Good Samaritan.

And we start to have an inkling of how amazing, surprising, and far-reaching is the mercy and grace of God. 

Far beyond any walls, boundaries, or prejudice we might have.

May we know who has brought us out of the ditch,

And have the eyes and hearts to help those on the side of the road today. 

Amen. 

