stops. The irony is that the Samaritan, the one who has mercy and shows compassion in this story, is the one who, according to law, tradition, and practice, was the only one not required or expected to help. No one would have blamed the Samaritan man if he passed by. He had no reason to stop and render aid to this victim, who was of a different tribe, race, and station in life; but he did, while the travelers with whom the victim was closely allied by race and religion did not. And stopping to offer care cost the Samaritan everything he had in his wallet. He told the people at the Jericho hospital not to worry, “I will repay you whatever more you spend” (Luke 10:35).

How do we explain the difference in the reactions of the clergy and the Samaritan man? The priest and the Levite saw the man lying there, they were aware of his need but chose not to engage. Why? Perhaps they were afraid. The road from Jerusalem to Jericho was dangerous, and stopping could make them vulnerable to attack. Maybe they rationalized their inaction by thinking, “Someone else will help.” Maybe the priest and the Levite were concerned about ceremonial purity. Touching a potentially dead body would make them unclean and unable to perform their duties. If their religious obligations took precedence over their compassion, then they had forgotten the words of Hosea: “For I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge of God rather than burnt offerings” (Hosea 6:6).

This forces us to ask tough questions. Are we guilty of the Bystander Effect? Have we ever passed by, shielding our eyes to avoid seeing victims? Do we let our schedules, routines, or traditions blind us to the needs of others? Are we as guilty as the priest and the Levite?

These are questions the late Princeton University professor John Darley and doctoral student C. Daniel Batson asked more than 50 years ago. Their work, the “Good Samaritan Experiment,” might better be called the “Bystander Experiment,” because the project was less about good Samaritans and more about bystanders. Inspired by the Kitty Genovese murder, Darley and Batson conducted a psychological study to explore the causes of the bystander effect and the “diffusion of responsibility” problem. They investigated the factors that positively or negatively influence people to help others, particularly focusing on the relationship between time pressure and self-sacrificing behavior.

Darley and Batson recruited 67 seminary students, telling them they would be part of a study on religious education. The researchers instructed participants to prepare a short talk and then walk to another building to deliver it. Then they added the variables. Half the participants were told to deliver a talk on the parable of the good Samaritan that emphasized compassion and helping others. The other half were given a neutral topic unrelated to helping behavior.
Another variable concerned time. Darley and Batson told the High Hurry group they were already late and needed to rush; the Moderate Hurry group they should head to the other building but had some time to prepare; and the Low Hurry group they had plenty of time to prepare the talk and walk to the other building. The final variable was the “emergency” situation. On their way to deliver the talk, each participant encountered a person slumped in an alley, distressed and in need of help (an actor hired by researchers).

Darley and Batson discovered that time pressure significantly influenced helping behavior. In the high-hurry group, only 10% of participants stopped and helped. In the moderate-hurry group, about 45% stopped and helped. In the low-hurry group, 63% stopped and helped. Surprisingly, the content of the talk, whether about the good Samaritan or a neutral topic, had little effect on helping behavior. Even those reflecting on the importance of helping others often failed to stop if they were in a hurry. Darley and Batson concluded that even well-intentioned individuals may fail to act compassionately when external circumstances, like time pressure, dominate their attention.

The conclusions of the “Good Samaritan Experiment” make sense to us; they may even reassure us. We’re busy. We’re always in a hurry. We’re good people with a lot on our plates, so, we shouldn’t be judged too harshly. Unfortunately, Jesus doesn’t let us off so lightly. When the lawyer who raised this issue correctly identified the true neighbor as “The one who showed [the victim] mercy”, Jesus responded, “Go and do likewise” (Luke 10:37).

Jesus accepts no excuses. The essence of good neighborliness is embedded in Jesus’ response to the lawyer: go and do. We must go to where our neighbor is. Neighborliness is personal. We treat others differently and better when we get to know them, which requires being with them and hearing their story. And after the going, there is the doing: the doing of justice, mercy, compassion, kindness, generosity, and the speaking of encouraging words. The possibilities are infinite. 

How can we avoid being bystanders? First, resolve to be a neighbor. Make “neighborliness” something you value. Jesus said, “Go and do likewise.” The apostle Paul saw this as an order, not a suggestion. “For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, ‘You shall love you neighbor as yourself’” (Galatians 5:14). When we have a golden rule mindset, we nurture the soil of our hearts to bloom with the fruit of the Spirit. A person rich in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control is likely to be a good neighbor (Galatians 5:22-23). We can be that neighbor for someone else.

Second, be a good example. Imagine a world filled with good neighbors. Think of people in our community who are good neighbors. What makes them good neighbors? Do what they do. As they set an example for you, set an example for others by going and doing. Model neighborly behavior so others can see how it is done and do likewise. 

Third, choose compassion over convenience. Like the priest and Levite, we face moments when helping is inconvenient or uncomfortable, moments when we are out of time, energy, and resources to help. But compassion always requires sacrifice, and being a good neighbor takes effort. The Good Samaritan risked much, spent much, but also helped much. “Let us love not in word or speech, but in truth and action” (1 John 3:18).

Finally, give hands, arms, and legs to your faith. True faith rolls up its sleeves, puts its shoulder to the wheel, and gets its hands dirty. The priest and Levite had titles implying devotion to God, but their actions showed them to be gutless and faint of heart. They wanted to limit who they called a neighbor and limit to whom they showed kindness, mercy, and compassion. The true heroes of faith are those who recognize everyone as a neighbor and who “care for orphans and widows in their distress” (James 1:27).

So, are we the priest or the Levite in someone’s story? Are there moments when we see a need but look away? Or are we the Good Samaritan, a “helper” even to those not of our tribe, race, class, or political affiliation? As Christians, freed to go and do by Christ’s redeeming work at the cross, we dare to confront the ways we act more like bystanders than Samaritans. If Kitty Genovese had 38 Samaritans instead of 38 bystanders, she might be alive today. We may never know how our kindness plays in the lives of others; but let us continually pray for courage to act, for compassion to risk, and for wisdom to see every person as a neighbor. May we never pass by on the other side.

Prayer: God of Great Compassion, may we always see the world through the eyes of the Good Samaritan, filled with your deep care for our neighbors. Help us to show mercy even when it is inconvenient, when we don’t have time, or when we have other things to do. Grant us insight to see the need around us, the wisdom to know how to respond, and the strength to do so willingly. Open our eyes, that we might not cross the road from human need. May our love of you and for our neighbor call us to be people of peace and justice in the world. May we always ‘go and do likewise’ in the name and for the sake of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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In 1964, Catherine “Kitty” Genovese was returning to her home in Queens, NY, in the early hours of the morning when she was sexually assaulted and stabbed. According to newspaper reports, although as many as 38 neighbors heard her screams for help, no one came to her aid. Kitty Genovese died. The gruesome attack and murder of Kitty Genovese and the apathetic response by her neighbors created a new expression in the cultural lexicon: The Bystander Effect. 

Briefly stated, the bystander effect is a psychological phenomenon in which individuals are less likely to help someone in need when other people are present. The fear is that if others see you helping someone, you might be accused of causing greater injury or of being the actual perpetrator of the crime. You also risk being called to testify as a witness. The presence of others creates a diffusion of responsibility, meaning that each person assumes someone else will intervene, which usually leads to overall inaction. Hesitation by bystanders can be the difference between life and death.

The Bystander Effect is the opposite of “The Good Samaritan Effect.” Since Genovese’s tragic and preventable death, all 50 states have enacted “Good Samaritan laws” to protect good-faith efforts to render help to victims in crisis. Good Samaritan laws acknowledge that not all rescue attempts will succeed and that errors may occur in high-pressure situations. But by focusing on the intent rather than the outcome, Good Samaritan laws provide legal reassurance to those who act in the spirit of care. By reducing the fear of lawsuits, Good Samaritan laws hope to promote a culture of compassion and concern.

The main character in Jesus’ parable was a Good Samaritan who helped his neighbor. My focus this morning on the bystanders, those who did not stop to help. Jesus tells of three men traveling from Jerusalem to Jericho: two were clergy and one an ethnic minority. Although the distance between the two cities is a little more than 15 miles, the drop in elevation is significant. Jerusalem sits on a mesa at about 2,500 feet, whereas Jericho is almost 1,000 feet below sea level: a drop of 3,500! The road to Jericho was a narrow, twisting downhill trip; there were ample hideouts where bandits could lie in wait for an unsuspecting victim. The unlucky fellow in today’s reading was assaulted and left for dead.

When a priest approaches, he sees, and he passes by. Then a Levite approaches, he sees, and he passes by. Finally, a Samaritan, the ethnic minority approaches, he sees, but he

