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We’ve been hearing a lot lately about the salaries and bonuses of top executives of banks, brokerage houses, and insurance companies that have benefited from the federal bailout program. The justification for such large salaries and bonuses is that the market place demands them. That is, if companies don’t pay them, the best people will go elsewhere, and companies aren’t willing to take the risk. Well, I read something recently by William J. McDonough, who is a banker and a businessman, and the former head of the Public Company Accounting Board – an entity established by Congress to oversee auditors of public companies. Actually, his words are from a speech he made in 2004. He said that in 1980, the average difference in salary of CEO’s compared with a company’s average employee was 40 to 1. That is, the average CEO made 40 times more per year than an average worker in his or her company. Twenty years later, in 2000, that difference had risen to 400 to 1. McDonough said, “There is no economic theory, no matter how far-fetched, which can justify such an increase.”

Now, Mr. McDonough was speaking to a group of business leaders. If that statement didn’t sufficiently shake them up, his next statement surely did. He encouraged them all to go to church, or synagogue, or mosque and examine themselves. He said, “It doesn’t require a theologian, just the personal integrity to ask whether or not I am loving my neighbor.” Given what has happened in our economy over the last five years, not many of Mr. McDonough’s listeners followed his advice. In fact, I’m sure that many of his listeners must have wondered what in the world loving one’s neighbor had to do with business.

Could the economic meltdown of the last year have been avoided if more business leaders had heeded William McDonough’s advice? I don’t know. But his words in that context do highlight that there is some risk involved in loving one’s neighbor – whether it’s the risk of losing valued employees or something much more serious. 

The story of the Good Samaritan is one of the best known and best loved of the entire Bible. We often cite it as the reason we engage in mission to the world and service to our community. But we don’t usually consider the element of risk in this story… or in our own mission and service as we go about trying to love our neighbor. The Good Samaritan’s actions were certainly not without some risk to himself.

For example, what if someone else had come along while the Samaritan was ministering to the poor fellow in the ditch? It would have been natural to assume that the Samaritan himself was responsible for beating and robbing the man. The enmity between Samaritans and Jews was well known. A passerby would immediately assume he was the culprit. And, of course, there was the possibility that the robbers were still around, looking for another victim.

Also, the Samaritan knew nothing about this man in the ditch. Perhaps he had tried to rob someone himself and been beaten. In that case, he deserved what he got. What if the Samaritan was putting himself at risk and wasting his money on someone who would not be grateful, who didn’t deserve it, and who might hurt someone else in the future? Of course, we know from the story that none of this was the case, but the Samaritan didn’t know that.

Still, there’s no indication in the story that the Samaritan even considered any of these risks. He simply acted as a neighbor. And because he didn’t consider the risks, because this was not part of Jesus’ story, we don’t think about the risks when we read it. But that doesn’t mean we don’t think about the risks when we find ourselves in a similar position as the Samaritan. 

That’s why Bishop Robert Schanse identifies risk-taking mission and service as one of the practices of fruitful congregations. All congregations engage in mission and service. It’s expected. That’s just part of what churches do. And most of the time, it doesn’t cost us much. A little money, a little time, a little effort. A little willingness to stop for a minute and listen to someone’s story. And what we learn from all this is that it’s not all that difficult to make a big difference in someone’s life; to make a big difference in our community; to make a big difference in our world. 

Every year, we give money to help those who are less fortunate than ourselves. Every year, we donate used clothing and other goods that will help improve the lives of some of the world’s poorest people. Every year, we bring in donations of food so that when someone who is hungry comes to our church he or she won’t leave empty-handed. Every year, we provide space for all kinds of community groups to meet. Every year, our young people go off on mission trips to help improve someone’s life. Every year, we bring in Christmas presents and put together health kits for people we’ll never meet. And none of this costs us very much. We may struggle to pay the bills and meet the budget; we may have a hard time getting enough people to fill all of the jobs in the church and to serve on the committees in the church; but we don’t really have much difficulty getting people to engage in mission and service. People want to. People are happy to. People want to be good neighbors.

But there are times when it’s not so easy. There are times when being a good neighbor requires more of us than we might have bargained for. There are times when there is a certain risk involved. 

The last thing most churches want to do is to upset anybody. We want everybody to get along. We want everybody to be happy and feel good about being here. We want everybody to think well of us. That’s only natural. But there are times when being a good neighbor puts all of that at risk. I’m sure you can think of some times that’s happened here. I know I could tell some stories of times that’s happened here. But that would be hard to do without violating someone’s privacy or making someone feel he or she was being scolded. I don’t want to do either of those things, because I, too, want everyone to get along, to feel happy about being here, and to think well of me. So, I’ll tell you about another time at another church. I’ve told the story before, but maybe it’ll be good to hear it again in this context of risk-taking mission and service.

This particular church I’m speaking of was one that took missions very seriously. Their practice was to take ten percent of every week’s offering and set it aside in a special missions fund. This was completely separate from the church’s annual operating budget. The annual budget included a number of mission items, but these were not to be funded by the special missions fund. A special committee was set up to disburse the money in the special fund to local organizations and causes so that the church might be a good neighbor. 

There was a man in the church whose business got in trouble. Without going into details, he was faced not only with potentially losing his business, but his home as well. So I went to see each member of the committee that oversaw this special fund, and explained the need. They all agreed that we should help if we could. There was $2,000 available in the fund, and they authorized me to offer it to him. All this took about two weeks to arrange.

Now, I knew there was some risk involved. One risk was that he might be insulted or hurt. Another risk was that the money may not be enough to do any good. But there were risks I didn’t anticipate. As will happen in churches, word of this got out. Most people had no problem with it, but some did. Some insisted that this was not what the special fund was for. Some felt the man’s business problems were his own fault and the church shouldn’t bail him out. Some thought this indicated that it was time for me to go, and some left the church because of it. All in all, it was a mess – a rather quiet mess, but a mess nonetheless. It was a good example of the old saying that “no good deed goes unpunished.”

What none of them knew, however (because I couldn’t tell them), was what happened when went to the man’s office to offer him the money. He immediately got tears in his eyes, and I thought, “Oh no, I’ve really stepped in it this time.” But then he said: “I’ve never in my life prayed for money, but this morning I did. You see, I needed $2,000 by noon today or all my efforts to save the business would be for nothing, and I had no idea where I was going to get it.” 

Remember the question that prompted Jesus to tell the story of the Good Samaritan? It was a good question: “What must I do to have fullness of life?” Jesus’ answer was, “Be a neighbor.”

Most of the time, being a neighbor doesn’t cost us much. But sometimes it’s risky. Sometimes it will cost you. And you may never know whether your neighborliness did any good or not; if it was worth the risk or the cost. All you’ll know is what Jesus told the lawyer who asked the question: “Do this and you will live.”

