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"Go and do the same."  Isn’t this such a heartwarming parable?  Because don’t we all love stories with 

happy endings?  Here was this guy, lying in a ditch, and even though two people didn’t stop to help him 

and show him mercy, someone finally did.  And the man was saved.  Yes, I know Jesus tells us, “Go 

and do the same,” that we have to be that ‘someone,’ but it sure is comforting to know that if we’re not 

going to be that person, there’s probably somebody else out there willing to do the job.  I mean we’ve 

all been there, haven’t we?  We’ve seen someone in need, someone hurting, someone in distress, and we 

didn’t have the time, the patience, or the desire to stop and help.  Too busy, too many other priorities, 

but we’re sure that some “Good Samaritan” will stop and help, and this thought allows us to become 

somewhat at ease and go on about our business.  But, are we only fooling ourselves?  Or, here’s another 

more important point to ponder.  Are we hurting ourselves?  Yes, hurting ourselves.  

 

Unfortunately, today’s scripture brings back some lingering and haunting memories for me because of 

its similarities to an incident John and I once had in New York City.  I remember the exact place and 

time.  It was downtown Manhattan, in April 1993, at Broadway and Trinity Place.  In fact, the incident 

occurred right in front of Trinity Episcopal Church and the graveyard directly adjacent to it.  The 

sidewalk is very wide there, maybe fifteen feet or so.  It was a weekday morning and literally hundreds, 

if not thousands of people, were walking down that sidewalk on their way to work.  And here’s another 

interesting point to keep in mind, the street directly across from Trinity Church, is Wall Street, the 

center of power and money in this country.  Well there was this homeless person lying on the sidewalk. 

Now I’m sure we’ve all seen homeless people lying on the sidewalk, under a piece of cardboard or in a 

sleeping bag, and typically they’re curled up out of the way, making it easy for us to pass by quickly, 

without really noticing, without making eye contact.  But this was different.  Because this homeless 

person was a very big man, and he wasn’t curled up against the wall, he was lying there spread eagle, all 

six feet of him taking up the entire middle part of the sidewalk.  Whether he was just passed out or even 

dead, I don’t know to this day.  Now I hope I’m not going to offend anyone’s sensitivities here, but 

there’s really no way to sugar coat what happened. What made this incident so distressing was that there 

was a very large stream of urine that had come from the man and wet the sidewalk, which was pitched, 

so the stream flowed all the way into the gutter at the street.  And all those hundreds and thousands of 

people had to literally stop and take care in order to either step around the man or step over the stream 



of urine that had penetrated and spread across the porous sidewalk.  And I was one of those people.  I 

did not go and do the same.      

 

Looking back in hindsight, I often wonder what action I could have taken to help that man.  I could have 

tried to rouse him and get him moving so he could save what little dignity he had left.  I could have 

called 911 to send an ambulance.  Or, like the Samaritan, I could have offered to help him find shelter.  

But I did nothing.  And I’ve never forgotten what happened that day.  Not just because of what harm 

might have come to the man by my doing nothing, but just as much, the harm I caused myself by doing 

nothing.  My heart was hardened.  That's what happens when we do not love as Christ calls us to.  

Marguerite Wilkinson’s poem expresses my feelings.  “I never cut my neighbor’s throat, my neighbor’s 

gold I never stole.  I never spoiled his house or land, but God have mercy on my soul.  For I am haunted 

night and day by all the deeds I have not done.  Oh, unattempted loveliness!  Oh, costly valor never 

won.”    

 

Yes, for over twenty five years that demon has haunted me.  I know I should have done something, but 

like the religious scholar today looking for a loophole, was that man really my neighbor?  Part of me 

wants to ask, is it fair that an incident on a busy street, in an impersonal city, in a different age, should 

trouble my soul still to this day?  It was just a single fleeting moment in the course of my life.  Yet truth 

be told, it’s only one of many similar moments that have happened not only to me in my life, but very 

probably in your lives as well.  Where you’ve had the chance to show mercy, show love, offer help and 

follow the words of Jesus, “Go and do the same.”  But for whatever reason, you don't make the right 

decision.  You question, you hesitate, and pass by, just like I did.  

 

Now this may sound ironic to use Jesus and General George Patton in the same thought, but Patton 

called those moments of critical decision, the ‘unforgiving minute.’ The 'unforgiving minute.'  The 

minute where your decision, or indecision, affects your fate or the fate of someone else.  The minute 

when opportunity knocks, but then is lost forever.  In his memoir, ‘Telling Secrets’, author and minister 

Frederick Buechner tells of a time when he realized the importance of that unforgiving minute.  One 

evening he was to have dinner with his elderly mother who he hadn't seen for some time.  Just as the 

two of them were about to sit down to eat, his phone rang.  It was a very close friend of his who was 

calling from the airport.  The friend was grief stricken because he had just learned that his father, 

mother, and sister had been in an automobile accident on the West Coast, and it was uncertain as to 



whether any of them would live.  The friend asked Buechner if he would come to the airport and pray 

with him.  Buechner’s mother thought the idea of postponing their long planned visit and dinner was out 

of the question, since there wasn't much time before the friend's plane left and he was more than capable 

of praying by himself.  Buechner recalls, “For a minute I was thinking... thinking that maybe she was 

right.  But then in the next minute, I saw more clearly than I ever have before that it is on just such 

decisions as this… whether I should go or whether I should stay… that a human soul can be either saved 

or lost.  And I also realized for the first time in my life that we are called to love our neighbors not just 

for our neighbor’s sake, but for the sake of our own souls as well."   We are called to love our neighbors 

not just for our neighbor’s sake, but for our own sake as well.  Think about that for a moment!  

 

Now let's go back to the parable.  Jesus told the story of the Good Samaritan in order to illustrate the 

great command, “You shall love your neighbor as you love yourself.”  And, as I have already admitted, 

it's hard to love myself when I think back and see how I failed in living up to this command on that New 

York City street.  And, I might add, other similar failings along the way.  But if there is any consolation 

in my failure, I guess, it’s that I’m not alone.  We have collectively failed to love our neighbors.  That’s 

obvious, just by turning on the news.  And in truth, we all live daily with our failed good intentions.  We 

are all quite aware as to how easy it is to say one thing and then do the opposite.  We are all quite aware 

as to how easy it is to say yes, I will love my neighbor, but when it comes to action, our yes can quickly 

become a no, when we don't have the time, the patience, or the desire to stop and help.  

 

So what are we to do?  Well, we start with what we are doing here today – coming to Holy Communion, 

where we confess those times we've made that wrong decision, and then where we are assured of our 

forgiveness, where we receive God’s grace, where we take the body and blood of Christ so that we can 

go out anew and be the Body of Christ to those around us.  Here we remember Jesus’ great love and 

sacrifice for us, and we humbly say to him… yes, Jesus, I will love my neighbor as I love myself.  Yes, 

Jesus, I will go and do the same.  As disciples of Jesus Christ, we are on a journey to become more and 

more like him.  To put love into action to the people we come in contact with every day.  And just 

looking at the world around us and the condition it's in, seizing that unforgiving minute that comes your 

way, may be the only way to rescue two critical souls...  your neighbor's, and your own. 

 

I want to leave you with an allegory that puts into perspective what happens when we don’t love our 

neighbor and show the kind of mercy and love that Christ described.  It was a favorite story of the late 



Jesuit priest, Father Anthony de Mello:  A certain spiritual teacher once asked his disciples, “How can 

you tell the minute when the night has ended and the day has begun?”  One disciple answered, “When 

you can see an animal in the distance and tell whether it is either a cow or a horse.”  “No,” said the 

teacher.  A second disciple spoke up saying, “When you see an evergreen tree in the distance and can 

tell whether it’s either a pine or a fir.”  “No, again,” said the teacher.  “Well then, how can one tell,” 

asked the disciples.  The teacher responded, “It is the minute when you can look into the face of any 

man, and recognize in him the face of your brother, or when you can look into the face of any woman, 

and see the face of your sister.  If you cannot do this, then no matter what minute it is by the sun, it is 

still night.”   Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


