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The Man wha Fell Among Specialists
A sermon preached by the Revd. Theodore S. Atkinson at the Oxford Presbyterian Church, Oxford, FA
on the eighth Sunday after Pentecost, July 12, 1985, Seripture Lessons: 2 Kings 2:1, é-14; Psalms
149:1-12; Colossians 1:1-14; Luds [2.25-27.
In the Hame of the Father and of the Son and of the Hely Spirit. Amen.

In Februsry of 1979 Kay and | visited her sister, Anne, then living in
New Yark City. It was @ snowy, bitlerly cold day. We were walking down &
crowded street after having visited the Empire State building when |
noticed a derelict. He lay sprawling st the bottom of steps that led frarm
the side walk to s basement. One hand clutched & brown paper bag it which
| quessed was a bottle of alcohol. He was clathed in & dirty black overcost
that he probably picked up at the Salvation army. In the seconds it took to

walk by | thought e thausand thoughts.

———————

prske. | thaught of the Good Samaritan. What would he do? | thought, "But
this guy wesn't beaten up snd robbed. It's his own faull he's there. Maybe
the command to love my neighbor extends only to innocent people wha're
beaten up and robbed. Maybe sy neigniar doesn't include people who're
derelicts and victims of their own poor decisions. Besides what could | do
to help him; | wouldn't know where Lo teke him or what to do with hirm.
And if | were to stop and help now he'd probably back in some alley next
week. And besides there sre people in this city whose job it is to teke
care of derelicts like this. 'l leave it to the specialists; the Salvation
arrmy, the doctars, the socisl warkers.”

Now probably few of you here this morning waould restly faull me. You'd
say, "well, you just can't stap and help every derelict you pass.” We might
stop to help @ farnily with cer trouble or the victim of an accident lieing
hy the side of the road but surely our neighbor deesn't include every wina

and drug sddict we corne across. The line has to be drawn somewhere. We



2

car't help everybody. The burden of the task would =imply overwhelm us.
we just can't all be specielists in compassion Tike Mother Theresa.

| have to admit that that line of thinking really makes sense to me snd
it really disturbs me. Most of us would have no trouble justifying what |
did in Mew Yark. And worst still, | dor't have much trouble justifying what
[ did. And that really troubles me because the main point of the parable of
The Good Samaritan is this: real love, Christlike love, doesn't ask the
calculating question, “who is my neighbor?” My neighbor is whoever's in
need.

Let's take & closer look &t the parabie and try to discover where we are

in it. Qur scripture lesson gives us @ picture of three kinds of people.

__First, there are those who look ot a neightior snd ssy, "Whal's yours is

mine. I'Nl take it.” That's the attitude of exg/oiisiian  ‘We're &l
familiar with peaple who see cthers as viclims rather than as hurnan
beings crested in the image of God. The highways of 1ife are filled with
ther and they're not always vialent outlaws and ruthless muggers.
Sometimes the exploitation is subtle. A couple years ago & man started
coming to church. | visited him and invited him to sttend & new rmembers
classes. He asked for o membership directory which | gave to him. Soon
after | learned that he was going down the list of names in the
mermbership directory calling people to sell his product. He introduced
himself as & fellow member of the church and then Taunched into his seles
pitch. Members af the church sterted calling me about this. They felt they
were being used. | visited the man again and requested, as politely as |
could, that he not use the directory for business purposes. Unfortunetely
the man stepped waorshipping with us. He apparently came to church onty

for the purpose of gaining new clients.
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| recently came across another example of this sttitude of exploitation
that seys, "what's yours is mine” | read a disturbing article by James
Goff who has served as & missionary of our church in Letin America for
over thirty years. He says the peaple of the Third World countries heve
fallen among thieves who have impoverished thern and 1eft them half dead.
He says that the underdeveloped countries sre not poor because theyre in
at earlier stage of development compsared to the weslthy netions. These
countries are poor, rather, because of the relationship they have with the
wealthy netions. They were made poor. We take their row materials gtid
use their cheap labar, Thet's & iroubling thougt if it's true. So now
whenever | buy benanes at 39 cents & pound | feel like I'tn ripping off some

_poor Central American Indisn who goes home fram the banana plantation to
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a hovel every day after 12 hours of labor.

It's even possible to exploit people in the name of Christ. It's possible
to lack at & person and see ther only ss & potential church merber rather
than a5 & human being crested in God's image wha has needs and hurts that
| might minister to. We're all familiar with ministers who sctively
promote and encoursge pecple to leave one church and go to their own.
There's an evengelistic style that sees people merely as sow/s o be wan.
Once they've heen coerced or manipulated into making & decieion for Christ
they're sbandoned and left half-dead.

God gave us Z4/ngs to use and peaple to love, I we starl Javing
things, we'll start ws/ng people, and that's exploitation. ‘wWe see people
fram the stend point of what we can get from them. Jesus Christ never
exploits a person. He gives back more than He asks. we must beware of
looking et someone and ssking ourselves, "what can | get ocut of him?"

That's the attitude the thieves had.
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Secondly, this parable describes the one who s8ys, "what's mine is
mine, snd whet's your is yours. Let's leave il that wey” Thet's the
attitude of Jwgir7erence. Thet, apparently, was Lrue attitude of the
Priest and Levite. Their specialty was religion, ritual, end ceremacny.
They were experts in liturgy and the law, they were indifferent to
everything else. They were sble to make clear cut distincticns between
what the church should and shouldn't do. "My speciality is the salvation of
souls; not sacial activism. My job is to preach the Gospel snd celebrate
the sacraments. The church shouldn't get involved in issues of justice and
oppression.” So they were able to pass by the victim. They may not have

been completely indifferent to his condition. But they were indifferent

———— e e e ——— e v

| ance heard that on the eve of the Russian revolution back in 1917 the
Russian Orthodox church was deeply involved in @ controversy regarding
the size of candles to be used in warship indifferent to the oppression snd
poverty of the people of Russia. But we don’'t have to knock anather church.
“we too often see similar controversies ceusing us to be indifferent to
pressing human needs.

G.A. Studdert-Kennedy, was an Anglican priest and & chaplain during
wWw!. He was also @ poel. One of his more familier poems is entitled,
“Indifference”. 1 was delighted to discover that it's in our hymnal,
selection *671. Teke a look at it.

When Jesus came to Goigotha they hanged Hirn on & tree,

They drove graat nails through hands and feet, and rmade 3 Calvary;

They croawned Him with a srown of thorns, red were His wounds and deep,
For those were crude and cruel days, and hurnan flesh was cheap.

YWhen Jesus carne to our town, they simply passed Him by,

They nevar hurt a hair of Him, they anly let Him die;

For men had grown more tender, and they would not give Him pain,
They only just passed down the street, and left Him in the rain.
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Still Jesus oried, “Forgive them, for they know not what they do,”

Ard still it rained the winter rain that drenched Him through and through;
The srowds went home and left the streets without a soul to see,

And Jesus crouched against a wall and oried for Calvary.

"What's tmine is mine; what's yours is yours.” That's the attitude of
indifference. Thet attitude lets us pass by the hidden Christ every day.
I'm sure Studdert-Kennedy is right. Jesus prefers the cross to having
people simply walk by without noticing. But this can never be the attitude
of men and wornen for whom Christ died. We're no longer our awn. ‘We've
been bought by Christ. ‘e belong to Christ. Whal's mine is his and what's
his ig mine to be used for his purposes.

The third person in our story is the Samaritan. His sttitude was,

“What's tnine is yours. Here, take it.” That's the attitude of COMRERET N,

" “He wes s specialistin compassion. His heart-went out -in-honest-concern- -

for this stranger slang the rosd, and, without counting the risk or cost, he
knelt down to minister to him. The last person you'd expect to help a Jew
would be 8 Samaritan. But the Samariten didn't let either racial or
religious barriers keep him from helping the Jewish victim.

we dan't often meet somecne bleeding and unconscious by the rosdside,
in obvious and grievous need. Most calls to neighborliness are much less
dramatic. Meighborly compassion doesn't have to wait for the despetste
plight of the tragic victim. It serves in lowlier ways. It writes that
letter, pays thst visit, carries out that chore, issues that invitation,
makes that donstion-- simply snd without complaint. The neighbor may
not deserve help snd possibly could survive without it, but the good
neightior doesn't withald compassion. And maybe the more faithful we are
in these small acts of neighbarliness, the mare faithful we'll be when we

came across the derelicts of the world.
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Several years ago, on The Luthersn Series of The Protestant Hour, the
Rev. Marshall Meuney told the story of & small boy who was impressed
with the shiney new car the minister drove into his neighborhood. As the
boy locked at in admiring it, the minister said, "My brother gave me thet
car. How do you think the boy replied? I'd have the thought the baoy
would've aaid, "Gee, rister, | wish | had & brather 1ike that!” But that's not
what he said. Instead he said, "Gee, minister, | wizsh | could be a brother
like thatl” That's the sttitude of The Good Samaritan. "whet's mine is
yours. Here, take it.”

When we hear the story of The Good Samaritan whet's our reply. Do we

hear it and say, "Gee, | wish | had & good neighbor Tike that?® Or do we say,

CLord, for Christ's seke help me to be that kind of neighbor.” - -
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Arnen.

Let us pray: O Lord, mersifully receive the prayers of your peoplz who call upon you, and grant
that we tnay know and understand what things we ought to do, and also may have grace and power
faithfully to accomplish them; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the
Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.



