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Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he said, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?” He said to him, “What is written in the law? What do you read there?” He answered, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind;	
and your neighbor as yourself.” And he said to him, “You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.” But wanting to justify himself, he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell into the hands of robbers, who stripped him, 
beat him, and went away, leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going down that road; and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan while traveling came near him; 
and when he saw him, he was moved with pity. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, having poured oil and wine on them. Then he put him on his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii, gave them to the innkeeper, and said, 
‘Take care of him; and when I come back, I will repay you whatever more you spend.’ Which of these three, do you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” He said, “The one who showed him mercy.” Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.”  


Where are the good Samaritans?  Sometimes, we wonder if there are any.  Sometimes, when it comes to the poor and the needy, the hurting and the lost, it seems as though the default setting for humanity is apathy instead of activism.  The Good Samaritan sometimes begins to sound like nothing more than a good story.   In the real world, it seems like far too often, the stories are not so good.  In the real world, the real stories far too often sound like these ones.  

Three years ago, baseball fan Bryan Stow went to opening day at Dodger Stadium.  Before he left, he was severely beaten and left in need of lifetime care.  There is lots of blame to go around in his case.  Blame alcohol, blame youthful bravado, blame an argument that blew into a fight.  But consider this: this beating took place in full view of thousands of people, in a stadium that was patrolled by 442 police and security officers.  When the league reviewed the situation they determined, and I quote, “a culture of apathy and indifference” among stadium staff contributed.  In other words, for a couple of drunk young men to get into a fight, shame on them.  But for thousands of spectators and hundreds of staff to turn a blind eye, shame on all of us. 

All of us?  Yes, not just the 442 police and security officers.  Because apathy is not just their problem, it is all of ours.
In 1993, Edna Phillips was a 70 year old resident of a housing estate in England.  She was murdered by two teenage girls who lived nearby.  Now, certainly, the blame rests on the two who committed the crime.  But, as the facts were reviewed, the local representative to parliament made this observation, and I quote again, “'Why was it that so many people around her clearly knew what was going on but did not take any action on her behalf?"

Where are the good Samaritans?  All too often, they don’t seem to be anywhere.  And it is easy to shake our heads and give up.  But hear this:  we are called to more than giving up.  We are called to do more than shake our heads.  As we read this week, we as Christians are called to compassion.   Where are the good Samaritans?  Well, if we get it right, they are right here.  We are right here.  As followers of Christ, we are called to compassion.  But before we can live out compassion, we have to get past the apathy which is just so naturally part of our human condition.

And that is really what Jesus was trying to do that day. His world was really not that different than ours.  Even in his day, when it came to helping others, the response often was, “what is the least I can do?”  That is what he was faced with that day.  

Jesus was out teaching about this wonderful thing called the Kingdom of God.  He was just telling his disciples how blessed they were, and so some other people wanted to be a part of it.  He was just telling his disciples that they had received wonderful things because of the fact that they were following him.  So some of the crowd that overheard this wanted in on it.  But what we see is that all too often, we want to do the very least, when Jesus calls us to go all out.

So Jesus is approached by this lawyer who wants to be blessed in the way that Jesus tells his disciples they are blessed.  He wants eternal life.  But the way talks with Jesus shows that really, he wants to know what is the least he can do.  And Jesus responds by telling him this story that we know so well as the parable of the Good Samaritan.

There are three basic attitudes about life and compassion in this passage, and they are the attitudes that we choose from day after day, when we are confronted with the opportunity to help.  When the need for compassion is right in front of us, we can respond by asking one of three questions.

First, we have the lawyer who asked Jesus what he must do to inherit eternal life. His attitude was basically: “What’s in it for me?” Think about his question to Jesus: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” He’s not asking what he must do to build a better world. He’s not asking even what he can do to be a better person. All he’s interested in is finding out what he must do to get into heaven. 
Now, when you read this story, notice that the lawyer’s question to Jesus wasn’t about how to please God, or how to live a righteous life; he only wanted to know what was on the entrance exam in order to get through the pearly gates. 

The lawyer suspects that Jesus has some special insight on how to evade the finality of death and so he asks, “What must I do to inherit eternal life?”  What he really means, is “what is the very least I have to do now to be sure I have life later?”
Now it is perfectly natural for us to want to go to heaven. No healthy person wants to die. But, if that is all our faith is, we are a long way from the abundant, sacrificial, compassionate life Christ desires for each of us.  

Notice again that when Jesus answers the lawyer’s question by telling him to “love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind” and to “love your neighbor as yourself,” the lawyer seeks “to justify himself” by asking, “And who is my neighbor?”
I love this phrase, “seeking to justify himself.”  The lawyer knew full well what the law required.  But he also knew that he found it very easy to pick and choose who he thought was worthy of his love and compassion.  He probably had no problem showing love to his family, to those who lived on his street, to other lawyers like him.  Seeking to justify himself, he was hoping to hear Jesus tell him that his neighbors were those who looked and acted a lot like him.

That is the kind of compassion that asks, what’s in it for me, and it is not really compassion.  It is scratching one back, hoping to get yours scratched in return. You see the lawyer is a nice respectable guy. You’d love to have him next door.  He’d probably rake your leaves in the fall…if you shoveled his walk in the winter.  He’s a good guy.  But he will never be what God wants him to be. He will never escape his essential attitude what can I get out of this? 

Do you see yourself in the lawyer’s perspective on life? Do you ever find yourself asking, “what’s in it for me?” 

The second attitude is expressed by the religious professionals in the story, the priest and the Levite. That attitude is: “Not my problem.” This is a growing attitude in our society. Not my problem. This is the apathy that allowed a man to be beaten in the same building as 442 officers, or an old woman to be killed in front of her neighbors.  
I know just about everyone in this room, and none of us would hurt someone.  But the question is, would we help?  
If there was nothing in it for us, if it meant we had to go out of our way, would we help?  I hope so.

A Washington Post article tells about Army Major Odie Butler who was on his way to work at the Pentagon one morning when he came upon a serious accident on Interstate 395. A man had lost control of his truck and crashed. He had landed by the side of the Interstate, and was critically injured. All this happened during morning rush hour, but no one had stopped to help. 
As Butler helped the man, other drivers on the Interstate screamed at him, honked, made obscene gestures. They were upset that the wreck was slowing down their morning commute. Butler tried desperately to get someone to call for an ambulance, but those drivers who weren’t hostile to him were indifferent. Finally, an Air Force computer specialist, Larry Meade, stopped to help. Hundreds of other motorists passed the accident that day, and no one else offered to help. 

I’m sure there were many conscientious people who passed by that scene. They knew they, too, should have stopped. And surely some of them were justifying themselves, “I’m late to work. I’ll get my clothes dirty. Someone else will surely stop someone who doesn’t have the responsibilities I have.” Not my problem.
The priest and the Levite who passed by the man in Jesus’ story were religious men. And they were probably very conscientious in their service to God, at least on a professional level. But the tragedy in their story is that their religion stayed professional. They performed their professional religious duties, but they did not apply their spiritual knowledge to the real world’s needs. 

Some of you may remember the famous “Good Samaritan” research done by some psychologists at Princeton University back in the 1970s. In this study, a group of theology students was told that they were to go across campus to deliver a sermon on the topic of the Good Samaritan. As part of the research, some of these students were told that they were late and needed to hurry up. They believed people would be waiting for them to arrive. 
Along the route these seminarians traveled across campus to the chapel, the researchers had hired an actor to play the role of a “victim” who was lying on the ground, coughing and suffering. Here is the amazing thing that came out of this research: ninety percent of the seminarians who were to deliver a sermon on the Good Samaritan ignored the needs of the suffering person right in front of them in their haste to get across campus. Indeed, on several occasions, the seminary students literally stepped over the victim as they hurried on their way! 
These seminarians were not bad people. Like most of us, they were simply self-involved people. A man having a heart attack was not on their agenda. They were concerned about doing good in the abstract, but not doing good in the concrete. 

They were in a hurry, off to something so important.  Something so important that the suffering victim could not be their problem.  Did you ever find yourself saying “It’s not my problem?”

Finally there is the Samaritan. His attitude is: “What can I do to help?” 
If you do a little reading on Samaritans, you learn that Jews and Samaritans hated each other.  The Jewish victim, were he not lying broken on the road, would in all likelihood have hated the Samaritan traveler.  And the Samaritan would have hated him right back.  What changed this dynamic?   Somehow this Samaritan was programmed so that when he saw another person in need, whoever he or she might be, he responded. He didn’t rationalize the situation in order to justify himself, he simply acted and did what needed doing. 
And for all of the apathy in the world, and for all of the selfish attitudes in the world, Thank God there are still people like that, some of them in this congregation.

I could tell a hundred stories here, of people who helped, not because they got anything out of it, but just because someone needed them.  You could, too.  
Thank God, that in a world of apathy and selfishness, we still know stories of selflessness.  The challenge is to make that selfless attitude our own.

We live in a world that sometimes seems apathetic at best and downright spiteful and violent at it’s worst.  In the midst of this world…

Where are the good Samaritans?  I hope they’re right here.  Because they are God’s hope for the world.  What an awesome thing for you and me that we, when we get it right, can live out God’s hope for our neighbors and our world.
