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Love Takes a Detour
Last week I had a couple quick errands to run so headed into downtown Northbrook.  I thought I could make a quick couple stops and get something checked off my to do list very quickly.  However, as I headed down Cherry, right by the library I saw these signs.  (show slides of detour signs).  What was supposed to be a short trip ended up in a maze of detours in downtown Northbrook!  What a pain!

How do you feel when you see a detour sign?  What does a detour sign mean to you?

In this story love is described as taking a detour, going out of your way to help someone else.  The good Samaritan is good because he goes out of his way for another. He takes a detour, he is inconvenienced, bothered.  
Who can you call if you get a flat tire two hours from Northbrook…in the middle of the night?  …and it’s raining?  Who will inconvenience themselves if you need a helping hand?  That’s a true neighbor.  Who can call you?

The legal expert approaches Jesus.  He knows what love is.  He  isn’t wondering what love looks like.  He’s wondering whom he has to love – for whom does he have to take a detour?
And so Jesus tells this story about a man left for dead after being beaten and stripped naked by a bunch of thieves.  Two religious leaders, leaders in society, the types you would expect to do the right thing, come down the road, and one after the other they cross to the other side.  They may have been worried about the risk. After all, this was a dangerous road, known to be a great place for thieves to pick off lonely travelers.  The Priest and Levite might have hurried past, afraid that the thieves still lurked about.  Martin Luther King, Jr. once said, “The first question the priest and the Levite asked was: ‘If I stop to help this man, what will happen to me?’ But…the Good Samaritan reversed the question: ‘If I do not stop to help this man, what will happen to him?’”  To love your neighbor as yourself is to care at least as much for her well being as your own.
The Good Samaritan took a risk.  And the Good Samaritan got involved.  He doesn’t pass to the other side of the street.  He doesn’t wait until he gets to where he’s going and then send someone back to help.  He stops.  He bent down, he gets close.  He bandages his wounds.  And then puts him on his donkey and takes him to an inn.  He gives generously of his own money and then does the almost unthinkable – he promises to come back!  
That personal involvement and taking the time seems to be the hardest for most of us.  Our busy schedules get thwarted by a power outage, a road detour, or a sickness and we about come unglued.  It’s hard for us to cope when a detour lands in our path.

In Malcolm Gladwell’s book the Tipping Point:  How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference, Gladwell tells of a fascinating experiment:  “Some years ago, two Princeton University psychologists, John Darley and Daniel Batson, decided to conduct a study inspired by the biblical story of the Good Samaritan.  

“Darley and Batson decided to replicate that study at the Princeton Theological Seminary…Darley and Batson met with a group of seminarians, individually, and asked each one to prepare a short, extemporaneous talk on a given biblical theme, then walk over to a nearby building to present it.  Along the way to the presentation, each student ran into a man slumped in an alley, head down, eyes closed, coughing and groaning.  The question was, who would stop and help?  Darley and Batson introduced three variables into the experiment, to make its results more meaningful.  First, before the experiment even started, they gave the students a questionnaire about why they had chosen to study theology.  Did they see religion as a means for personal and spiritual fulfillment?  Or were they looking for a practical tool for finding meaning in everyday life?  Then they varied the subject of the theme the students were asked to talk about.  Some were asked to speak on the relevance of the professional clergy to the religious vocation.  Others were given the parable of the Good Samaritan.  Finally, the instructions given by the experimenters to each student varied as well.  In some of the cases, as he sent the students on their way, the experimenter would look at his watch and say, ‘Oh, you’re late.  They were expecting you a few minutes ago.  We’d better get moving.’  In other cases, he would say, ‘It will be a few minutes before they’re ready for you, but you might as well head over now.’
“You might think that the seminarians who had chosen ministry to help people and those reminded of the importance of compassion by having just read the parable of the Good Samaritan will be the most likely to stop.  Most of us, I think, would agree with those conclusions.  In fact, neither of those factors made any difference.  In fact, on several occasions, a seminary student going to give his talk on the parable of the Good Samaritan literally stepped over the victim as he hurried on his way.”  The only thing that really mattered was whether the student was in a rush.  Of the group that was 10% stopped to help.  Of the group who knew they had a few minutes to spare, 63% stopped.
“What this study is suggesting, in other words, is that the convictions of your heart and the actual contents of your thoughts are less important, in the end, in guiding your actions than the immediate context of your behavior.  The words ‘Oh, you’re late’ had the effect of making someone who was ordinarily compassionate into someone who was indifferent to suffering—of 
turning someone, in that particular moment, into a different person.” (p. 163-166)  

We show love by taking a detour.  Detours take time.  When it comes to helping someone in need, the greatest ability is availability.

You don’t have to start by dealing with the homeless man you see after getting off the Metra in Chicago.  You can start by noticing the small detours God is putting your path.  Mow your neighbor’s lawn if they’ve been too busy to get to it.  Take an extra brownie in your lunch for a coworker who is having a bad week.  Offer to do extra car pools this week to help out a neighbor mom.  

September 11 would normally be Rally Day here at NUMC.  It would normally be the Sunday we would work to get everyone back in worship and Sunday school.  This year, we are working to get everyone back so that we can send you all out again.  We will worship at 10:00 AM for about 15 minutes and then head out to serve with United Methodists from three other churches.  Our goal is to have over 350 people from our four churches out in our communities in service.  Some service opportunities will be right here in our own building and some will be out in Northbrook, in Chicago, even in Lake County.  Some will require very little physical labor – like praying or making blankets for kids in crisis.  Others will be more difficult – gleaning in a community garden and picking up trash in a park.  All of these opportunities are opportunities to take a divine detour, to let love of neighbor take us out of normal routine.  You can begin signing up today.  During our ice cream social there will be sign up sheets out in the fellowship hall.  Or you can go online and sign up.   Dare to detour!!! 
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